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Abstract 
Psychological Empowerment of Salespeople:  
The Construct, Its Inducement, and Consequences on Customer Relationships 
Hong Kit Yim 
Rolph Anderson, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
 
Salespeople are in great need of empowerment to effectively fulfill their roles as ultimate 
customer relationship managers (Anderson and Huang 2006; Moutot and Bascoul 2008), 
yet empowerment is an infrequent construct in the sales research literature.  This study 
focuses on the psychological aspect of empowerment among salespeople to shed more 
light on the understanding of empowerment in a selling context.  In order to provide sales 
managers with guidance regarding how to better coordinate and motivate their 
salespeople, in our first essay, using an experimental design, we investigate the essential 
conditions for inducing feelings of empowerment among the sales force.  Then, in our 
second essay, we examine a model of the nomological network of psychological 
empowerment in a selling environment by collecting field data using a survey instrument.  
In particular, we examine consequences of psychological empowerment in terms of 
constructs which bear relevance to salespeople, including attitudinal variables (role 
conflict, salesperson job satisfaction, and organizational commitment), job outcomes 
(customer-oriented selling and organizational citizenship behavior), as well as those 
which are of strong relevance to the selling firms (customer satisfaction and customer 
loyalty).  Responses from business-to-business salespeople were analyzed with regression 
analyses, providing support to most of our hypotheses.  Findings are discussed and 
implications for practices are explicated. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background 
In the twenty-first century, the selling environment has been undergoing 
significant changes as induced by the confluence of behavioral, technological, and 
managerial forces (Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005; Sheth and Sharma 2008; 
Tanner, Fournier, Wise, Hollet, and Poujol 2008; Trailer and Dickie 2006).  Consumer 
behaviors are ever changing (Atkinson and Koprowski 2006) and their needs are rapidly 
evolving (Blocker and Flint 2007), advances in technologies are constantly impacting the 
roles of salespeople (Hunter and Perreault 2007; Moutot and Bascoul 2008; Senecal, 
Pullins, and Buehrer 2007; Shoemaker 2001), and sales managers are relentlessly seeking 
better ways to motivate and support a hybrid sales force comprised of an array of 
electronic salespeople as well as field salespeople (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 
2007).  To keep abreast with all these changes and stay competitive in this increasingly 
dynamic, global marketplace (Barnett and McKendrick 2004), many firms are becoming 
leaner (Rouzies, Anderson, Kohli, Michaels, Weitz, and Zoltners 2005) and moving 
closer to their customers.  As emphasized by Ryan and Ployhart (2003), “a focus on the 
customer has become a major component of organizational strategies, regardless of 
whether the organization is in the service or manufacturing sector” (p. 377). 
 Indeed, customer retention is the essential job of every company as Drucker 
(1954) recognized decades ago.  Driven by keen competition (Leigh and Tanner 2004), 
selling firms are striving hard to leverage the use of sophisticated customer relationship 
management (CRM) systems to build and nurture successful relationships with their most 
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valuable customers (Ahearne, Srinivasan, and Weinstein 2004).  At the same time, 
salespeople are increasingly seen as the ultimate customer relationship managers (Crosby, 
Evans, and Cowles 1990; Moutot and Bascoul 2008) and frequent users of CRM systems 
to effectively sell and foster customer relationships (Hunter and Perreault 2007; Pass, 
Evans, and Schlacter 2004).  A recent Sales Performance Optimization study by CSO 
Insights surveyed more than 1,000 firms worldwide and found that use of CRM systems 
continues to rise.  Over 67 percent of the companies surveyed have implemented a CRM 
system in 2007, as compared to 45 percent back in 2001 (Dickie 2007).   
As the marketing discipline continues its paradigm shift toward forging long-term 
mutually profitable relationships with customers (Palmatier 2008; Ramani and Kumar 
2008; Vargo and Lusch 2004; Webster 1992), the role of salespeople in nurturing quality 
customer relationships in the twenty-first century continues to be indispensable 
(Palmatier, Scheer, Evans, and Arnold 2008) and is progressively enlarging with an 
increase in the number of job activities required to initiate, nurture, and maintain 
customer relationships (Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005).  With expanding use of 
CRM systems, today’s salespeople are being instilled with augmented capabilities to 
undertake relationship selling (Frankwick, Porter, and Crosby 2001) or customer-oriented 
selling (Saxe and Weitz 1982; Schwepker 2003) as viable means to achieve successful 
long-run customer relationships (Martin and Bush 2006; Schwepker 2003).  For example, 
accurate and timely customer information such as their past purchase patterns and 
product preferences is now more readily available to salespeople who are able to 
customize proposals and tailor their offerings to cater to customer needs better (Moutot 
and Bascoul 2008), and thereby enhance customer satisfaction and reinforce their 
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commitment to long-run relationships with the selling organization.   
While state-of-the-art CRM technological systems have greatly enhanced 
salespeople’s ability to establish and maintain successful customer relationships (Hunter 
and Perreault 2007; Shoemaker 2001), salespeople also need to be adequately empowered 
psychologically in order to promptly respond to and fully satisfy the evolving needs of 
customers (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007; Anderson and Huang 2006).  The 
significance of perceived empowerment for salespeople can be best understood in light of 
the growing necessity to provide quick and customized solutions for customer needs and 
wants without having to wait for multiple levels of approval.   Moreover, it is critical that 
salespeople feel empowered to resolve complaints on the spot in order to turn initially 
dissatisfied customers into satisfied ones (Anderson and Dubinsky 2004, p. 249).  Lack of 
such point-of-contact power with customers can add significantly to the role stress 
suffered by these boundary spanning employees (Johlke, Stamper, and Shoemaker 2002, 
p. 118).  In particular, in sales environments where salespeople interface at the outer 
boundary of the selling firm with customers, empowerment can unleash their creative 
problem solving potential, provide them with latitude to be more adaptive to the selling 
situation, and attenuate bureaucratic hurdles that foster a sense of powerlessness (Conger 
and Kanungo 1988) and slow, hesitant responsiveness (Forrester 2000) that frustrates 
customers.  Salesperson empowerment, when properly incorporated into CRM, can be 
highly conducive to building and nurturing lasting and profitable customer relationships 
(Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004).  
In fact, over the past two decades, empowerment, as a motivational concept 
termed psychological empowerment (e.g., Conger and Kanungo 1988; Thomas and 
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Velthouse 1990; Spreitzer 1995a), has grown in prominence and garnered heightened 
attention among organizational researchers and business practitioners alike (Kanter 1989; 
Perkins and Zimmerman 1995; Seibert, Silver, and Randolph 2004; Chen, Kirkman, 
Kanfer, Allen, and Rosen 2007).  A motivated, competent, and respected sales force is 
considered a key component of a successful company (Stewart and Champion 2006), and 
therefore fostering a sense of empowerment among the salespeople should be an 
important function of sales managers operating in today’s highly competitive business 
arena which demands building and nurturing profitable customer relationships to produce 
superior firm performance (Kumar 2008; Ramani and Kumar 2008). 
Overall, the widespread popularity of the empowerment concept is attributable, at 
least in part, to the global challenge demanding employee initiative and innovation 
(Menon 2001) and the empirically validated relationship between empowerment and job 
performance (Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe 2000).  Indeed, empowerment is believed to 
benefit both organizations and employees in terms of the employees’ persistence of 
behavior to accomplish task objectives (Conger and Kanungo 1988), improved job 
performance (Koberg, Boss, Senjem, and Goodman 1999), enhanced job satisfaction 
(Carless 2004), and improved customer satisfaction (Houlihan 2007).  Essentially, it is 
acknowledged that employee empowerment provides the potential to bring about 
significant improvements in organizational performance through new organizational 
structures and forms (Mills and Ungson 2003). Therefore, this research is focused on 
psychological empowerment of salespeople, a critical determinant of sales force 
performance but an under-researched topic in the sales literature. 
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1.2 Rationale for the Study 
Despite the widely acknowledged benefits and importance of empowerment (e.g., 
Conger and Kanungo 1988; Kanter 1989; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1988; 
Spreitzer 1995a; Rapp, Ahearne, Mathieu, and Schillewaert 2006), the empowerment 
construct has been under-researched to date (Peccei and Rosenthal 2001) especially in the 
sales area (Martin and Bush 2006).  In fact, appeal of empowerment, both emotionally 
and ideologically, has led to a confusing proliferation of use and definitions (Greasley, 
Bryman, Dainty, Price, Naismith, and Soetanto 2008; Shipper and Manz 1992).  The 
empowerment literature as well as a lot of business practices are rife with the ambiguity 
surrounding the concept of “empowerment,” and Argyris (1998) even alleged that 
empowerment will not deliver its purported benefits and remains a myth or illusion.  We 
therefore seek to respond to this dissonance echoed by researchers and business people 
alike (e.g., Greasley, Bryman, Dainty, Price, Naismith, and Soetanto 2008; Menon 2001) 
by providing a systematic and comprehensive clarification of the conceptual domain of 
empowerment, specifically in a sales environment, and by demonstrating its benefits on 
customer relationships. 
Moreover, as explicated previously, salespeople are in great need of 
empowerment (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007) to effectively fulfill their roles as 
ultimate customer relationship managers. Yet empowerment is an infrequent construct in 
the sales research literature, and its understanding in the sales literature is manifestly 
deficient.  A review of the sales literature reveals that there are only three empirical 
survey studies which have addressed empowerment in a sales context, centering mostly 
on leadership (Ahearne, Mathieu, and Rapp 2005; Rapp, Ahearne, Mathieu, and 
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Schillewaert 2006) and selling environment (climate) perceptions (Martin and Bush 2006) 
as antecedents to empowerment.  Only one of these studies (Martin and Bush 2006) 
conceptualized and tested empowerment in a somewhat similar manner to the current 
study, that is, psychological empowerment as a better and more comprehensive 
conceptualization of salesperson empowerment.  In fact, Martin and Bush (2006, p. 425) 
bluntly assert that “the impact of psychological empowerment in a selling-related context 
has not been examined.”  Thus, we endeavor in the current research to contribute to the 
empowerment literature in a sales context. 
As underscored by Menon (2001, p. 154), there is a dearth of research on 
“employee empowerment, its antecedents, and its consequences,” and scant research 
efforts, especially empirical ones, have been made to rigorously link empowerment to 
customer outcomes which bear strong relevance to sustainable customer relationships 
such as customer satisfaction and service quality perception (Sparks, Bradley, and Callan 
1997, p. 477; Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason 1997).  In response to the call for a unifying 
model capable of integrating the diverse activities and relationships that characterize the 
empowerment process (Robbins, Crino, and Fredendall 2002), this study is conducted to 
provide an integrative theoretical framework to more thoroughly understand how 
empowerment impacts customer relationships in a sales setting.    
Surprisingly, the literature reveals little, or any, attention on how feelings of 
empowerment can be induced for employees.  Research to date has not yet clearly 
delineated the conditions under which managers are willing and able to empower 
subordinates.  By virtue of the potentially momentous role of psychological 
empowerment for salespeople in the intensely challenging selling environment of the 
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twenty-first century, sales managers need specific guidance with respect to the proper 
means to induce feelings of empowerment among their sales force so as to motivate them 
on the job.  Indeed, despite the widespread lip service to and avowed practice of 
empowerment in organizations, many employees do not necessarily feel empowered by 
their superiors or managers (Tjosvold and Sun 2006).  How to coordinate and motivate 
the sales force remains a recurrent yet important task facing sales managers (Flaherty, 
Arnold, and Hunt 2007).  Therefore, this research is an initial attempt to identify the 
essential conditions for inducing feelings of empowerment among salespeople.  To the 
very best of our knowledge, this is the first study to examine the prerequisite conditions 
for feelings of empowerment among the sales force using an experimental design 
implemented in a laboratory setting. 
 
1.3 Rationale for the Focus on Psychological Empowerment 
 In this study, we deliberately focus on the construct “psychological 
empowerment” for two major reasons.  First and foremost, we argue that empowerment 
will be effective and beneficial only if the salespeople actually perceive or experience 
empowerment, that is, they are in the psychological state of empowerment (Menon 2001, 
p. 158).  In other words, different salespeople may respond differentially to the same 
managerial practice of empowerment.  For instance, in some situations, information and 
power can be afforded to salespeople who still feel short of being empowered, whereas in 
other situations none of these requirements are fulfilled, and yet employees are alive with 
feelings of empowerment (Spreitzer and Doneson 2005).  Essentially, empowerment is a 
“perceptual matter” (Greasley, Bryman, Dainty, Price, Naismith, and Soetanto 2008, p. 
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42), and therefore is best conceptualized from a psychological perspective at the 
individual employee level.  Indeed, salespeople are frequently working outside the 
confines of the organization without interacting a lot with their superiors or peers; thus, 
examining their empowerment feelings at the individual level seems particularly logical 
in the selling environment.  
 Indeed, empowerment practice will be efficacious only if “employees feel 
empowered and experience an altered emotional state” (Lashley 1998, p. 142).  Therefore, 
we believe that “creating an empowered state of mind” (Bowen and Lawler 1995, p. 73) 
is paramount, and that the importance of the construct “psychological empowerment” 
merits critical inquiry (Spreitzer 1995a, p. 1442). 
 Second, as pointed out by Greasley, Bryman, Dainty, Price, Naismith, and 
Soetanto (2008), while the majority of research conducted has been germane to 
managerial practices of empowerment (e.g., Bowen and Lawler 1992; Leach, Wall, and 
Jackson 2003; Wall, Cordery, and Clegg 2002), comparatively less research effort has 
been devoted to understanding empowerment as a psychological construct (Dee, Henkin, 
and Duemer 2003, p. 258; Wilkinson 2002).  For example, in the marketing literature, 
empowerment has been commonly conceptualized as a set of practices implemented by 
managers or superiors involving the delegation of responsibilities or authorities to their 
employees or subordinates (e.g., Hartline and Ferrell 1996; Sallee and Flaherty 2003).  
Thus, the emphasis has been on the managerial concept which highlights the practice 
where managers relinquish control over many aspects of their work, instead of the 
salespeople’s perceptions of their own empowerment.  This relative deficiency in the 
understanding of the construct “psychological empowerment,” especially in a sales 
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context, calls for more investigation.  
 
Goals of Research 
  As explained previously, this study focuses on the psychological aspect of 
empowerment specifically among salespeople.  In order to provide sales managers with 
guidance regarding how to better coordinate and motivate their salespeople, in our first 
essay, we use an experimental design to investigate the essential conditions for inducing 
feelings of empowerment among the sales force.  To the best of our knowledge, this is the 
very first experimental study of empowerment in a selling environment.  Such a 
laboratory investigation lends itself particularly well to theory testing as well as 
producing results with high internal validity. 
 In our second essay, the purpose is to examine a model of the nomological 
network (Cronbach and Meehl 1955) of psychological empowerment in a selling 
environment by collecting field data using a survey instrument.  In essence, we draw 
upon literatures from organizational behavior and psychological theory to formulate a 
comprehensive nomological model.  As pointed out by Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 
(2008), undertaking sales force research can be intimidating because sales research “cuts 
across many disciplines” (p. 116).  It is important to review and synthesize literatures 
across diverse disciplines because “development and integration of rich theories and 
models from multiple perspectives, such as buyer behavior, human resource management, 
economics, and operations research, are required for the productive management of sales 
forces” (Mantrala, Albers, Gopalakrishna, and Joseph 2008, p. 110).  We therefore strive 
to contribute to the growing body of sales literature by synthesizing various streams of 
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literature and specifying a model of psychological empowerment germane to the selling 
environment.  In particular, we examine consequences of psychological empowerment in 
terms of constructs which bear relevance to salespeople, namely, role conflict 
(MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Ahearne 1998; Rizzo, House, Lirtzman 1970), salesperson 
job satisfaction (Brown and Peterson 1993; Churchill, Ford, and Orville 1974; Hunter 
and Goebel 2008), organizational commitment (Allen and Meyer 1990; Mowday, Steers, 
and Porter 1979), as well as those which are of strong relevance to their selling firms, 
namely, customer-oriented selling (Saxe and Weitz 1982; Schwepker 2003), 
organizational citizenship behaviors (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993; Netemeyer, 
Boles, McKee, and McMurrian 1997), customer satisfaction (de Wulf, Odekerken-
Schröder, and Iacobucci 2001; Palmatier, Scheer, Houston, Evans, and Gopalakrishna 
2007), and customer loyalty (Palmatier, Scheer, and Steenkamp 2007; Srinivasan, 
Anderson, and Ponnavolu 2002). 
 In sum, by conducting these two studies, we hope to address the lacuna with 
respect to the deficient understanding of the empowerment concept existing in the sales 
literature.  More specifically, we explicate the conceptual underpinning of empowerment 
in a selling environment in terms of the meticulous interventions sales managers can 
undertake to effectively foster feelings of empowerment among their sales force, as well 
as the favorable impacts of empowerment on salesperson and customer outcomes, the 
latter being germane to customer relationships which are of utmost importance to today’s 
selling organizations (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007; Johnston and Marshall 2007; 
Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005). 
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Outline  
 First, we present the theoretical foundation regarding the conceptual domain of 
empowerment and the emerging perspective of psychological empowerment in particular.  
Then, based on a careful literature review in such disciplines as psychology, 
organizational behavior, and marketing, a number of hypotheses are formulated, and a 
comprehensive nomological model of psychological empowerment in a selling context is 
proposed.  Next, methodology for the current study is provided, followed by the results 
section.  Discussion of the findings and implications for research and managerial 
practices is offered. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 
 
 In contemporary management literature and practices, empowerment in the 
workplace is manifestly important (Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, and Wilk 2004).  It 
has clearly emerged as a process of great importance in work organizations, and will 
“continue to gain prominence as the economy shifts to postindustrialism and to services 
that require an increased need for knowledge workers” (Mills and Ungson 2003, p. 151).  
As the U.S. economy is predominantly characterized by services (Vargo and Lusch 2004), 
the need of empowerment for frontline service employees to effectively undertake their 
job roles is very pronounced.  Even in China where power distance was once high 
(Hofstede 1980) and decision making was once predominantly centered on an 
authoritative approach under which many Chinese business owners and top managers felt 
threatened by the idea of delegating authority and thus empowering subordinates, general 
attitudes toward employee empowerment are now becoming more positive (Littrell 2007).  
The huge popularity of the idea of empowering the workforce has led some to hail the 
1990s as the “empowerment era” (Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998).    
 In particular, the essence of empowerment lends itself very well to sales force 
management.  Empowerment involves learning how to take the initiative and to be 
creatively responsive to the challenges of the job (Quinn and Spreitzer 1997), which are 
essential characteristics required of salespeople who work independently at the outer 
boundary of the selling organization to interact with customers and address the 
customers’ idiosyncratic needs.  Given the high degree of salesperson-customer 
interaction and involvement, a sufficient degree of responsiveness and flexibility is 
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needed to satisfy the changing needs of customers (Bitner, Booms, and Tetreault 1990).  
As such, the freedom to act autonomously is “very conducive to the sales-exchange 
relationship” (Mathieu, Ahearne, and Taylor 2007, p. 530), wherein salespeople need the 
autonomy (Ellinger, Ketchen, Hult, Elmadağ, and Richey 2008) to adequately and 
skillfully address the increasingly unpredictable requirements from industrial customers 
(Christopher and Gattorna 2005; Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005).  
Empowerment is aimed at “turning the front line loose” (Bowen and Lawler 1992, p. 32), 
so that empowered salespeople are unshackled from bureaucratic prescriptions about how 
to work and are allowed to act in an autonomous manner as circumstances warrant 
(Mathieu, Ahearne, and Taylor 2007).    
 Given the nature of the selling job, empowerment is especially appealing and 
even essential to salespeople (Anderson and Huang 2006; Rafiq and Ahmed 1998; 
Wotruba 1996).  Indeed, salespeople are operating within “the most highly empowered 
organization within many companies” (Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 2008, p. 115).  
When implemented properly, empowerment can increase salespeople’s ownership over 
tasks and responsibilities (Druskat and Wheeler 2003), thwart the role stress commonly 
experienced in their job environment (Wetzels, de Ruyter, and Lemmink 1999), and 
enhance their job satisfaction (Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe 2000).  As far as sales 
managers are concerned, empowerment frees up room for them to focus on long-term, 
strategic planning rather than close day-to-day supervision of sales operations (Houlihan 
2007).  In sum, empowerment provides major benefits to the selling firm by enabling 
quicker on-the-spot responses to customer needs during service delivery, faster on-line 
responses to rectify dissatisfying situations, and by driving employees to interact with 
 14 
customers more professionally, confidently, warmly, and enthusiastically (Bowen and 
Lawler 1992).  These benefits are conducive to improved organizational productivity 
(Houlihan 2007) by exceeding customer expectations (Martin and Bush 2003) to bring 
about full customer satisfaction (Houlihan 2007).  By virtue of the importance and 
relevance of empowerment to sales force management, it is critical to first understand this 
concept more thoroughly and comprehensively in a selling environment by examining the 
literature on psychology and management. 
  
2.1 The Meaning of Empowerment 
 Despite its widespread advocacy (Menon 2001), there is disagreement with 
respect to the definition and meaning of the concept of empowerment (Melhem 2004, p. 
73; Menon 2001, p. 154).  Let’s first briefly explore the conceptual domain of power, 
which is central to our understanding of empowerment. 
 
2.1.1 The Meaning of Power 
 Power is a “nebulous” concept (Rosenbloom 2004, p. 126).  Definitions of power 
abound in the literature, and at the same time, confusion surrounds its exact meaning.  
For example, power looks similar in meaning to such concepts as force, prestige, and 
influence (Bierstedt 1950).  Traditionally, a widely accepted definition of power is made 
in terms of getting others to do what one wants, even if they resist (Weber 1947).   In a 
marketing channel context, power is usually referred to as one’s ability to get the other to 
do something one otherwise would not have done (Coughlan, Anderson, Stern, and El-
Ansary 2006, p. 197).  As acutely pointed out by Tjosvold and Sun (2006, p. 218), this 
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perspective of power “seems to suggest that power is fixed-sum in that the more powerful 
the manager, the less powerful the employee, thus allowing little room for power to be 
used to empower employees.”  In other words, power is not transferable and the 
empowerment concept seems to be irrelevant (Sagie and Koslowsky 2000).  A more 
appropriate view of power, in alignment with the concept of empowerment, may be to 
construe power as “an expandable pie” whereby power is to be mutually shared and 
developed by managers and employees (Kanter 1977).  Let’s next discuss empowerment 
in relation to its psychological aspects on which this research focuses.   
 
2.1.2 The Empowerment Concept 
 Literally, “to empower” means “to give power.”  Employee empowerment can be 
understood as a process where “the organization, or its management, provides power to 
the employees” (Sagie and Koslowsky 2000, p. 81).   
 In a classification scheme proposed by Menon (2001), there are three major 
categories or conceptualizations of empowerment: “Empowerment has been considered 
an act: the act of granting power to the person(s) being empowered.  It has been 
considered a process: the process that leads to the experience of power.  It has also been 
considered a psychological state that manifests itself as cognitions that can be measured” 
(italics added, p. 157).    
 Central to the involvement model which is rooted in participatory management 
(McGregor 1960) and work redesign (Hackman and Oldham 1976), empowerment has 
gained considerably scholarly attention since the early 1980s (Sagie and Koslowsky 
2000).  Indeed, participatory management is a form of empowerment as conceptualized 
 16 
from a macro or managerial perspective. 
 Empowerment, from a managerial perspective, has been referred to as 
participative management (Block 1987), job involvement (Rafiq and Ahmed 1998), and 
managerial control mechanism (Chebat and Kollias 2000).  Organizational policies or 
practices characterize empowerment from a macro perspective (Seibert, Silver, and 
Randolph 2004).  This macro approach roots empowerment in the organizational context 
featured by “the delegation of responsibility down the hierarchy so as to give employees 
increased decision-making authority in respect to the execution of their primary work 
tasks” (Leach, Walk, and Jackson 2003, p. 28).  The practice of delegation, which is 
commonly adopted as a definition of empowerment in the marketing discipline (e.g., 
Hartline and Ferrell 1996; Sallee and Flaherty 2003), is often termed structural 
empowerment (cf. Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, and Wilk 2004).  
 On the other hand, viewing from a micro (Seibert, Silver, and Randolph 2004) and 
psychological (Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe 2000) perspective, empowerment has been 
conceptualized as intrinsic task motivation (e.g., Conger and Kanungo 1988; Spreitzer 
1995a; Thomas and Velthouse 1990).  This emerging stream of research has been 
undertaken in distinct contrast to treating empowerment as a leader-member relational 
construct (Conger and Kanungo 1988), and collectively, it is categorized under the 
domain of psychological empowerment (cf. Spreitzer 1995a; Thomas and Velthouse 1990) 
or intrapersonal empowerment (Zimmerman 1990). 
 At first glance these two conceptualizations of empowerment (structural and 
psychological) might appear to be quite similar.  However, there is a crucial distinction 
between the two, as aptly pointed out by Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, and Wilk (2004, 
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p. 529): “Whereas structural empowerment is the perception of the presence or absence 
of empowering conditions in the workplace, psychological empowerment is the 
employees’ psychological interpretation or reaction to these conditions.”  In other words, 
structural empowerment characterized by empowering practices serves as a means 
whereas psychological empowerment serves as an end (Sagie and Koslowsky 2000, p. 
95).  In a similar vein, Zimmerman (1995) calls for distinguishing between empowerment 
processes (e.g., structural empowerment) and empowered outcomes at the individual 
level of analysis (e.g., psychological empowerment).     
 While these two conceptions of empowerment exist in the literature and are 
adopted by different researchers, in this study we focus specifically on the latter approach 
which considers empowerment as a psychological state predicated on employees’ 
perceptions of their jobs.  As explicated in detail previously, we maintain that this 
psychological approach is believed to be more diagnostic (Feldman and Lynch 1988) of 
salesperson performance, and it has received less research attention in a marketing 
context.  We now turn to the conceptual domain of psychological empowerment, the very 
focus of our study.   
  
2.1.3 Psychological Empowerment 
 Building upon the seminal work by Conger and Kanungo (1988), Thomas and 
Velthouse (1990) define empowerment as increased intrinsic task motivation manifested 
in a set of four cognitions (task assessments) reflecting the individual’s orientation to his 
or her job role: meaningfulness, impact, competence, and choice.  Let’s take a careful 
look at each of these cognitions.   
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 Specifically, meaningfulness is the individual’s intrinsic caring about a given task, 
and is concerned with the value of the task goal judged in relation to the individual’s own 
value system, ideals, and/or standards (Thomas and Velthouse 1990, p. 672).  In other 
words, feelings of meaning, or purpose, emerge out of a fit between the needs of one’s 
work role and one’s beliefs, values, and behaviors (Spreitzer 1995a).  Lack of 
meaningfulness is believed to result in apathy and feelings of detachment (Thomas and 
Velthouse 1990) that are detrimental to job motivation and quality of job performance 
(Hackman and Oldham 1976).  
 Competence is “the degree to which a person can perform task activities skillfully 
when he or she tries” (Thomas and Velthouse 1990, p. 672).  It can be understood as self-
efficacy (Bandura 1986) specific to one’s work, and should be distinguished from self-
esteem as the former is confined to a work role in contrast to the latter being construed as 
global efficacy (Spreitzer 1995a).  Indeed, self-efficacy, the central variable of social-
cognitive theory (Bandura 1986), has proven to be “one of the most focal concepts in 
contemporary psychology research” (Judge, Jackson, Shaw, Scott, and Rich 2007, p. 107; 
Stajkovic and Luthans 1998), as demonstrated by the evidence that it has been studied in 
more than 10,000 investigations over the past 25 years (Judge, Jackson, Shaw, Scott, and 
Rich 2007).  Accumulated evidence attests to a positive relationship between self-efficacy 
and work-related performance (Stajkovic and Luthans 1998).  Research suggests that 
self-efficacy, as a positive psychological strength underlining the recently emerging core 
construct of positive psychological capital (Luthans, Norman, Avolio, and Avey 2008), 
can be enhanced and promoted in four very specific ways: Task mastery, modeling, 
persuasion and/or feedback, as well as physiological and/or psychological arousal and 
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wellness (Bandura 1997).  In sum, in Bandura’s (1986) terms, competence is tantamount 
to agency beliefs, personal mastery, or effort-performance expectancy.       
 Impact is understood by the degree to which the individual “can influence 
strategic, administrative, or operating outcomes at work” (Spreitzer 1995a, p. 1444), and 
is the converse of learned helplessness (Martinko and Gardner 1982).  Conceptually, 
impact is different from locus of control; the former is determined by the work context 
(Zimmerman 1995) whereas the latter is regarded as a global personality characteristic 
that endures across situations.  Recently, Dur and Glazer (2008) find that the impact 
motive can make it profitable for an employer to give employees autonomy in effort or 
task choices.    
 Choice involves “causal responsibility for a person’s actions” (Thomas and 
Velthouse 1990, p. 673), and is a sense of autonomy over the initiation and continuation 
of work behavior and processes (e.g., deciding on work methods, pace, and effort) 
(Spreitzer 1995a, p. 1443).  It should be noted that impact and choice represent different 
perspectives on the notion of control—the former is control over one’s work unit whereas 
the latter is control over one’s work (Spreitzer 1995b, p. 603).  Some favorable 
consequences of choice have been documented in the literature; for example, Chirkov, 
Ryan, Kim, and Kaplan (2003) find that autonomy is positively related to psychological 
well-being.  Recently, Jaramillo, Locander, Spector, and Harris (2007) suggest that 
initiative has a significant direct effect on objective salesperson performance.     
 In an attempt to better operationalize the construct “psychological 
empowerment,” Spreitzer (1995a) builds on the theoretical model constructed by Thomas 
and Velthouse (1990) to develop a four-dimensional scale to measure meaningfulness, 
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impact, competence, and choice.  In her highly referenced work, Spreitzer (1995a) 
renames meaningfulness as meaning and choice as self-determination.  Together, these 
four dimensions should be conceptualized as neither antecedents nor consequences of 
psychological empowerment (Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason 1997), but rather comprise its 
very essence (Spreitzer 1995a), reflecting a proactive self-orientation of an individual in 
relation to his or her work role (Spreitzer 1995b). 
 As a whole, the approach adopted by Conger and Kanungo (1988), Thomas and 
Velthouse (1990) and Spreitzer (1995a) is predicated on the “perception aspect,” viewing 
empowerment as the “psychological state of a subordinate” resulting from his or her 
supervisor’s empowering (Lee and Koh 2001, p. 686) and/or organizational empowering 
structures, policies, and practices (Seibert, Silver, and Randolph 2004, p. 332).  The four 
dimensions delineated previously are considered “the essential prerequisites for the 
motivation to engage in empowered behaviors in the work environment” (Robbins, Crino, 
and Fredendall 2002, p. 422), and provide the initiative for individuals to proactively 
undertake behaviors necessary for goal achievement (Peterson, Lowe, Aquilino, and 
Schneider 2005).  Theorized to be negatively associated with powerlessness (Zimmerman 
1990b), the four specific dimensions of psychological empowerment combine and 
culminate in an overall gestalt of the experience of empowerment in the workplace 
(Spreitzer 1995a). 
 
2.1.4 Psychological Empowerment of Salespeople 
 In accordance with the literature on psychological empowerment (e.g., Conger 
and Kanungo 1988; Spreitzer 1995a; Thomas and Velthouse 1990), we submit that 
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salesperson empowerment, from a psychological perspective, embraces the four 
aforementioned dimensions, namely meaning, impact, competence, and self-
determination (Spreitzer 1995a).  For example, a psychologically empowered salesperson 
is typified by his or her flexibility (an example of being self-determined) and ability to 
fully satisfy dynamic customer needs during the sales encounter (an example of being 
competent), leading to a higher level of customer satisfaction as judged by the customer 
(an example of perceiving meaning in the selling job) and thus demonstrating influences 
in the selling organization (an example of perceiving impact in the work environment).  
Conceptually, consistent with the literature, we define psychological empowerment of 
salespeople as a motivational construct manifested in four cognitions reflecting a 
salesperson’s orientation to his or her work role: meaning, competence, self-
determination, and impact. 
 Together, these four cognitions are conducive to salespeople’s initiative and 
flexibility (Thomas and Velthouse 1990), which are vital characteristics of customer-
oriented salespeople because initiative-taking salespeople are more likely to proactively 
satisfy customer needs, and flexibility implies greater success of more fully addressing 
the idiosyncratic customer needs by selecting or creating customized solutions for 
customers (Martin and Bush 2006).  We now investigate some of the essential conditions 
for inducing feelings of empowerment among the sales force. 
 
2.2 Conditions for Feelings of Empowerment among Salespeople 
 Since the organizational environment has been shown to have a profound 
influence on cognitions of empowerment (cf. Thomas and Velthouse 1990), we develop 
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our conditions for inducing feelings of empowerment among salespeople with reference 
to an organizational setting.  For example, sales managers may design jobs to be highly 
autonomous, sending a message that they have confidence in their subordinates’ 
capability to carry out the sales task the way they wish to.  This tacit message can have a 
powerful effect on salespeople’s feelings of empowerment (Wang and Netemeyer 2002).  
Also, information provided by sales managers can be a potent source of felt 
empowerment among salespeople (Kanter 1989) because these boundary-spanning 
salespeople need a sufficient amount of customer and product information in order to 
adequately fulfill their work roles with a sense of competence.  Moreover, the way 
reward systems are structured can be empowering or disempowering (Conger and 
Kanungo 1988): For example, an outcome-based control system (Anderson and Oliver 
1987) exerting some degree of constraint on salespeople to work harder in order to 
achieve specific goals (Sujan 1986) can be especially detrimental to feelings of 
empowerment. 
 In an attempt to extend Spreitzer’s (1995a) model and apply and test it in a selling 
environment, we specifically examine two relevant factors, namely sources of 
information about performance (customer-originated versus supervisor-originated) and 
systems of reward (outcome-based versus behavior-based), and manipulate them in an 
experimental design to investigate their effects on feelings of empowerment in a 
laboratory setting so as to enhance the internal validity of our results (Kerlinger and Lee 
2000) (please refer to Figure 1).  In the sequel, we would demonstrate and explain how 
these factors are purported to influence the level of psychological empowerment 
experienced by salespeople. 
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Figure 1 
Conditions for Inducing Psychological Empowerment of Salespeople 
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2.2.1 Sources of Information about Performance 
 Salespeople are knowledge workers (Hunter and Perreault 2006) or knowledge 
brokers (Verbeke, Belschak, Bakker, and Dietz 2008) who depend on performance 
feedback to effectively fulfill their job of selling to a multitude of customers.  As 
emphasized previously, salespeople have become more focused on building and nurturing 
partnerships with customers (Moncrief and Marshall 2005; Weitz and Bradford 1999).  
Therefore, carefully listening to customers and effectively using the information provided 
by them is especially crucial to promoting successful customer relationships (Hunter and 
Goebel 2008). 
 Lawler (1992) suggests that information about performance is especially critical 
for empowerment.  More recently, Tolli and Schmidt (2008) echo this assertion by 
examining the joint impacts of feedback and attributions on self-efficacy perceptions, a 
crucial component of empowerment.  We therefore specifically focus on information 
about performance so as to facilitate comparison between information provided by 
supervisors versus customers.   
 In general, Bowen and Lawler (1995) point out that information is an important 
resource for feelings of empowerment because it can strengthen the effort-performance 
expectancy for salespeople (e.g., Conger and Kanungo 1988).  Hall (2008), likewise, 
agrees that providing adequate performance information promotes the development of 
psychological empowerment.  For example, during a sales encounter, the effective use of 
information greatly augments the salesperson’s ability to anticipate and respond to the 
unique concerns and objections of the buyer (Hunter and Perreault 2006). 
 In order to be empowering, Kanter (1989, p. 5) asserts that organizations need to 
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“make more information more available to more people at more levels through more 
devices.”  According to social cognition theory (Bandura 1986), access to information 
enhances self-efficacy (Gist and Mitchell 1992).  For example, without information about 
performance from their supervisors, salespeople may be in a state of perplexity as to how 
to better enact their work roles in the future, lacking a sense of competence and impact 
(Spreitzer 1995a).  In fact, supervisors are regarded as a critical source of job satisfaction 
(Srivastava and Rangarajan 2008) and referent information about role demands and 
expectations (Morrison 1993).  Sales managers may convey the organizational 
information to the salespeople so that they will see the “big picture” and fine tune their 
performance in order to behave in accord with the company’s strategic directions 
(Anderson and Oliver 1987), conducive to the feelings of impact among the sales force.   
 On the other hand, because salespeople and customers are “physically, 
organizationally, and psychologically close” (Schneider and Bowen 1985, p. 431), during 
the selling encounter, information about performance provided by customers can be a 
particularly important source of empowerment perceptions.  The sales process involves 
“the progression of idiosyncratic, unpredictable interactions that may or may not yield a 
mutually agreeable solution,” (Barber and Tietje 2008, p. 157), so a sustained source of 
information provided by the customer can help smooth out this uncertain and erratic sales 
negotiation process by unequivocally disclosing the customer’s idiosyncratic needs, 
possibly contributing to the achievement of a mutually agreeable solution which 
consequently fosters the salesperson’s sense of competence and feelings of empowerment. 
 Besides, the importance of information from customers for a sense of 
empowerment among salespeople is very pronounced given the co-production nature of 
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the service encounter (Vargo and Lusch 2004)—the salespeople and customers are indeed 
working together to develop a solution (Bendapudi and Leone 2003), oftentimes a 
creative one (Madjar and Ortiz-Walters, in press), and therefore information about 
performance from the customers is frequently vital in helping the salespeople achieve 
better customer solutions (Brown, Evans, Mantrala, and Challagalla 2005) and fostering a 
sense of competence for the salespeople.    
 Despite the fact that both sources of information about performance (supervisors 
and customers) are positively related to feelings of empowerment among the salespeople, 
we argue that information provided by customers is a more potent source of 
psychological empowerment due to the unique job nature of salespeople.  In particular, 
the job of salespeople mandates them to be responsive to customer needs and their 
requests.  The effectiveness of their job performance is largely predicated on the 
information supplied by customers (Hunter and Perreault 2006).  Salespeople can take 
advantage of information obtained from individual customers through successive 
interactions to achieve profitable customer relationships (Ramani and Kumar 2008) 
which are the critical goals for salespeople nowadays (Moncrief and Marshall 2005; 
Weitz and Bradford 1999).  In response to the customer-supplied information about their 
performance, salespeople adapt their offerings to come up with solutions more effectively 
fulfilling the needs of the buyers.  With continuous feedback from the buyers which 
directly indicates job-specific capabilities in the sales encounters, the salespeople are 
endowed with feelings of competence and impact.  Moreover, directly getting feedback 
from customers without being channeled by supervisors may also increase sense of self-
determination (autonomy).  Furthermore, for the salespeople, being able to satisfy 
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customers on-the-spot by responding to their information and flexibly addressing their 
evolving needs makes jobs more meaningful and impactful, fueling the feelings of 
empowerment.      
 Overall, we maintain that because salespeople and customers are “physically, 
organizationally, and psychologically close” (Schneider and Bowen 1985, p. 431), the 
real-time information about the salespeople’s performance directly supplied by the 
customers in the sales encounters is more accessible (Fazio, Powell, and Williams 1998) 
and likely to be used more frequently (Gerstberger and Allen 1968; O’Reilly 1982), thus 
having greater influence on psychological empowerment.  Besides, as customer-supplied 
information about performance in the sales encounters is regarded as an excellent source 
(Lambert, Sharma, and Levy 1997), and tends to be more relevant for performance 
improvement (in comparison to supervisor’s information which may not be acquired 
shortly after the sales encounter due to possible delay in reporting to supervisors), 
customer-supplied information  is used more frequently (Beach, Mitchell, Deaton, and 
Prothero 1978) and hence poses profound influences on the sense of empowerment.  All 
in all, in the sales environment, as salespeople work together with the buyers in the field 
without supervisors around, real-time information from customers serves as a highly 
accessible and relevant source (in contrast to that from supervisors) for skillfully 
adapting their selling behaviors to more effectively carry out their work role.  Therefore, 
psychological empowerment, reflecting a proactive self-orientation of an individual in 
relation to his or her work role (Spreitzer 1995b), is likely to be higher in response to the 
inducement from the information originating from customers compared with that from 
supervisors.  As such: 
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H1: The salesperson perceives a higher level of psychological empowerment 
when the source of information about performance is from the customer as 
compared to that from the supervisor. 
 
2.2.2 Systems of Rewards 
  Reward systems are instrumental in shaping the behavior of employees in terms 
of their motivating effects (e.g., Lopez, Hopkins, and Raymond 2006), and are proposed 
to be paramount for empowerment (Bowen and Lawler 1992; Conger and Kanungo 1988).  
For example, if an incentive system is designed in a manner which rewards individual 
contribution, it can reinforce personal competencies (Spreitzer 1995a) and explicitly 
recognize that individuals can influence outcomes at work culminating in an enhanced 
sense of impact.  
 In the sales literature, the commonly adopted taxonomy of reward structure is 
outcome-based versus process-based system (Anderson and Oliver 1987; Jackson, Keith, 
and Schlacter 1983).  In fact, as suggested by a review of control/reward systems in the 
sales literature (Baldauf, Cravens, and Piercy 2005), the Anderson and Oliver (1987) 
view of control as the extent of salesperson monitoring, directing, evaluating, and 
rewarding activities by sales managers, seems to be generally accepted by most sales 
researchers.  Specifically, in an outcome-contingent reward system, salespeople are 
compensated on the basis of objective measures of results (e.g., dollar sales, sales unit 
volume) (Anderson and Oliver 1987).  In fact, performance sales goals, as often 
embedded in an outcome-contingent reward system, are one of the most popular tools in 
 29 
sales management to motivate and direct the efforts of salespeople, and to be anchored as 
individual standards of performance (Fang, Palmatier, and Evans 2004).  For example, an 
inverted U-shaped relationship between quota level and salesperson efforts is unearthed 
by an experimental study undertaken by Chowdhury (1993). 
 Behavior-contingent reward system, on the other hand, compensates salespeople 
not on sales outcomes but on some subjective criteria such as product knowledge and 
presentation quality (Jackson, Keith, and Schlacter 1983).  These reward systems are 
posited to affect salesperson motivation (Oliver and Anderson 1994).  Moreover, we 
believe that these reward systems have strong relevance to psychological empowerment 
among the sales force.  Oliver and Anderson (1994) posit that salespeople operating 
under process-based control will exhibit a higher degree of intrinsic motivation, and this 
argument has been supported by other studies (e.g., Baldauf, Cravens, and Piercy 2001; 
Piercy, Cravens, and Lane 2001).  As psychological empowerment is conceptualized as 
intrinsic task motivation (Thomas and Velthouse 1990), we concur that a process-based 
reward system positively affects psychological empowerment.  For instance, behavior 
control removes mounting pressures to forgo the long-term for immediate sales results; as 
such, salespeople are freed to develop their knowledge and nurture their professional 
competence (Anderson and Oliver 1987, p. 85).  Such freedom of knowledge 
development plays a significant role in the salespeople’s perception of how professionally 
competent they are and thus how much they are empowered.   
 Besides, cognitive evaluation theory (CET) (Deci 1975) supports the notion that 
how an individual perceives a reward as a controller of behavior versus an indicator of 
competence affects his or her intrinsic motivation, and we believe that CET bears 
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relevance to the understanding of the impact of reward systems on psychological 
empowerment.  Within the context of our discussion on reward systems, the impact of 
outcome-contingent rewards on intrinsic motivation is predicated on how the rewards are 
perceived by the recipient: those rewards perceived to be controlling behaviors negatively 
impact intrinsic motivation, whereas those indicative of competence in terms of 
information feedback positively affect intrinsic motivation.  In fact, sales outcomes such 
as dollar sales are susceptible to numerous influences not under the direct control of the 
salesperson, and therefore the informational nature of sales outcomes is largely 
dominated by the controlling nature (or “fate” control) of the outcomes, detrimental to the 
intrinsic motivation of the salesperson (Anderson and Oliver 1987).  Indeed, early work 
conducted by Deci (1971) has demonstrated that rewards contingent on task performance 
mitigate intrinsic motivation.      
 On the other hand, process/behavior control is oftentimes characterized by the 
managerial judgments of on-the-job behaviors such as prospecting and customer service 
which can be shaped in an informative manner and oriented toward bolstering the esteem 
and competence of the salesperson, and is thus less intimidating and controlling 
(Anderson and Oliver 1987).  Taken together, reward systems play a determinant role in 
the salespeople’s level of experienced empowerment, such that a process-based reward 
system exhibits a greater impact on feelings of empowerment than does an outcome-
based reward system:    
 
H2: The salesperson perceives a higher level of psychological empowerment 
when the reward system is process-based as compared to outcome-based. 
 31 
 
2.2.3 Sources of Information about Performance and Systems of Rewards 
 As specified by Spreitzer (1995a), information and rewards are regarded as two 
important antecedents of psychological empowerment.  We further posit that they may 
exhibit an interactive effect on feelings of empowerment.  In our experimental design, we 
strive to consider the following four conditions (Two sources of information X Two 
systems of rewards): Customer source of information with Outcome-based system, 
Supervisor source of information with Outcome-based system, Customer source of 
information with Process-based system, and Supervisor source of information with 
Process-based system (please refer to Figure 1).  Let’s next explore their joint impacts on 
psychological empowerment. 
 With reference to H2 which posits that a process-based reward system, compared 
with an outcome-based reward system, exhibits a greater impact on feelings of 
empowerment of the salesperson, we further hypothesize that information supplied by 
customers, coupled with a process-based reward system, can act in unison to magnify the 
feelings of empowerment.  As characterized in a process-based reward system, the 
salesperson is encouraged to develop his or her competence (Anderson and Oliver 1987) 
and nurture a learning orientation (Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994), thus feeling more 
empowered (Conger and Kanungo 1988).  Greatly facilitated by customer information 
which is contemporaneous, accessible, and relevant, the salesperson is likely to 
experience an even higher level of impact, competence, and self-determination.  In fact, 
the promotion of long-term, continuous learning and knowledge development as 
embedded in a process-based reward system (Anderson and Oliver 1987) directs the 
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salesperson to strive for better selling strategies (Rouzies and Macquin 2002), and the 
customer’s provision of information which is highly relevant and accessible in the sales 
encounter can further help achieve better customer solutions and therefore improve 
his/her selling strategies and thus the sales performance, conducive to feelings of 
competence and impact.  Indeed, helping customers achieve successful solutions to their 
problems with the aid of real-time feedback promotes the salesperson’s feelings of 
meaning on-the-job, resulting in an elevated level of felt empowerment.  Summarizing 
our arguments previously presented, we hypothesize: 
 
H3: The effects of customer source of information about performance on feelings 
of empowerment are stronger when the reward system is process-based rather 
than outcome-based. 
 
 After understanding how feelings of empowerment can be induced for salespeople, 
we now turn to the consequences of psychological empowerment in a selling 
environment.  As specified previously, it is our objective to depict a comprehensive 
nomological network of the construct “psychological empowerment” specifically in a 
selling context, so as to broaden our understanding of empowerment pertinent to the sales 
environment. 
   
2.3 Consequences of Psychological Empowerment  
 As illustrated in Figure 2, we examine a multitude of consequences of 
psychological empowerment in a sales context.  Some of them are related to the 
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salesperson’s attitudes (that is, role conflict, job satisfaction, and organizational 
commitment), whereas the others are job-oriented (that is, customer-oriented selling and 
organizational citizenship behaviors).  In addition, some are considered important for 
customer relationship building and maintenance (i.e., customer satisfaction and customer 
loyalty).  In sum, we specifically look into various types of consequences of 
psychological empowerment in a selling environment.   
H13 
H12 
Psychological 
Empowerment 
 
• Meaning 
• Impact 
• Competence 
• Self-
determination 
Role Conflict 
Job Satisfaction 
Customer-Oriented  
Selling  
 
Organizational 
Commitment  
OCB 
Customer  
Loyalty 
H6 
H8 
H5 
H7 
H4 
 
H9 
H11 
H10 
H15 
H14 
 
Attitudinal Variables Job Outcomes Customer Outcomes 
 
 
 
Figure 2 
Nomological Network of Psychological Empowerment of Salespeople 
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2.3.1 Role Conflict   
According to Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, and Rosenthal (1964, p. 19), role 
conflict is conceptualized as the “simultaneous occurrence of two (or more) sets of 
pressures such that compliance with one would make more difficult compliance with the 
other.”  Of particular relevance to salespeople is intersender conflict, which comes into 
place when role expectations from one role sender oppose those from one or more other 
role senders.  A typical example of intersender conflict suffered by salespeople is when 
expectations of sales managers emphasizing operational efficiency may crash with the 
demands of customers who ask for flexibility in dealing with their problems, complete 
satisfaction of their ever-changing needs, and timely redress for service failures.  In fact, 
intersender conflict is likely to be “the most pervasive and intensely felt conflict” 
experienced by salespeople (Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1975).   
 The boundary-spanning nature of salespeople often breeds role conflict (Johlke, 
Stamper, and Shoemaker 2002), in particular intersender conflict (Walker, Churchill, and 
Ford 1975).  For example, in a comparative study of salespersons from the U.S. and India, 
Agarwal, Decarlo, and Vyas (1999) examine role conflict which is conceptualized as the 
degree to which the salesperson experiences conflicting demands from different 
constituents. 
It has been proposed that a crucial outcome of salesperson empowerment may be 
its reduction in the degree of role conflict (de Ruyter, Wetzels, and Feinberg 2001).  In 
the literature, however, research findings also reveal negative consequences of 
empowerment in terms of increased role conflict (Hartline and Ferrell 1996).  
Inconsistency of findings regarding the efficacy of empowerment in lessening role 
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conflict may be attributed to the different conceptualizations of empowerment.  Hartline 
and Ferrell (1996, p. 56) define empowerment as the management practices of giving 
employees “the discretion to make day-to-day decisions about job-related activities.”  But, 
as discussed previously, this is structural empowerment, and supposedly “empowered” 
employees may not necessarily feel an “empowered state of mind” (Bowen and Lawler 
1995, p. 73).  Indeed, it is what employees perceive or experience that determines the 
actual effects of managerial interventions to “empower” employees (Spreitzer 1996).  It is 
unlikely that role conflict can be attenuated without employees actually feeling 
psychologically empowered.  For instance, if salespeople find meaning in their tasks 
(Spreitzer 1995a), they are likely to be more energized about their work (Spreitzer, 
Kizilos, and Nason 1997) and thus experience lower levels of role conflict.  Also, 
employees endowed with the task-specific sense of competence (Spreitzer 1995a) are 
more likely to assume an active orientation regarding their work and this mitigates 
feelings of role conflict (de Ruyter, Wetzels, and Feinberg 2001).  Employees with self-
determination (Spreitzer 1995a) are more likely to persevere in the face of role conflicts 
as they are convinced that they have the responsibility and power to actualize the work 
outcomes (de Ruyter, Wetzels, and Feinberg 2001).  Thus, we hypothesize: 
  
H4a: Meaning experienced by the salesperson is negatively related to his/her 
level of role conflict. 
H4b: Impact experienced by the salesperson is negatively related to his/her level 
of role conflict. 
H4c: Competence experienced by the salesperson is negatively related to his/her 
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level of role conflict. 
H4d: Self-determination experienced by the salesperson is negatively related to 
his/her level of role conflict. 
 
2.3.2 Job Satisfaction   
Job satisfaction, “an important construct that is of concern for effective 
management” (Silverthorne 2005, p. 171), can be defined as “an attitude stemming from 
an evaluative process in which his or her perceived actual work environment is compared 
to a perceived standard” (Homburg and Stock 2005, p. 397).  Being one of the most 
frequently investigated job attitudes (Riketta 2008), it has been linked positively to 
organizational commitment (Brown and Peterson 1994) and negatively to intention to 
leave the organization (Boles, Johnston, and Hair 1997).  Furthermore, it has been posited 
as a favorable outcome of psychological empowerment (e.g., Liden, Wayne, and 
Sparrowe 2000). 
 Conceivably, if employees can find meaning in their jobs (Spreitzer 1995a), 
congruent with and fulfilling their desired work values, they will be satisfied.  Moreover, 
if employees feel competent (Spreitzer 1995a), they are more likely to be confident and 
satisfied with their job.  Furthermore, employees exhibiting high self-determination and 
impact (Spreitzer 1995a) can attribute success to themselves, thereby leading to job 
satisfaction.  Consequently, we formulate the following hypotheses: 
 
H5a: Meaning experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her level 
of job satisfaction. 
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H5b: Impact experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her level 
of job satisfaction. 
H5c: Competence experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
level of job satisfaction. 
H5d: Self-determination experienced by the salesperson is positively related to 
his/her level of job satisfaction. 
 
 Also, there are empirical findings demonstrating that role conflict thwarts job 
satisfaction (Boles, Wood, and Johnson 2003; Fry, Futrell, Parasuraman, and 
Chmielewski 1986).  In particular, the intersender conflict frequently suffered by 
salespeople is argued to be negatively related to job satisfaction (Román and Munuera 
2005).  Therefore: 
 
H6: Role conflict suffered by the salesperson is negatively related to his/her job 
satisfaction. 
 
2.3.3 Customer-Oriented Selling 
 Over the past decades, relationship marketing and selling have been at the 
forefront of marketing practice and academic research (Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh 1987; 
Frankwick, Porter, and Crosby 2001; Landry, Arnold, and Arndt 2005; Williams and 
Attaway 1996), attributable to the fact that the development and maintenance of customer 
relationships is crucial to the long-term survival and enhanced profitability of 
organizations (Kumar 2008; Webster 1992).  Being at the frontier of the customer-
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organization interface, salespeople, as boundary spanners, have the most direct contact 
with the customers (Williams and Attaway 1996) and generally have the greatest 
influence in reducing customer defection (Johnson, Barksdale, and Boles 2001).  
Salespeople, therefore, occupy a decisive position toward influencing the customers’ 
experience with the firm (Babin and Boles 1998) and nurturing relationships with the 
customers (Landry, Arnold, and Arndt 2005).  In an era where the selling environment 
emphasizes customer relationship building (Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005; 
Moncrief and Marshall 2005), it is imperative to understand the underlying process which 
gives rise to customer-oriented selling (Saxe and Weitz 1982), a viable means to achieve 
successful customer relationships (Williams 1998) and drive firm success today 
(Schwepker 2003).  In fact, customer orientation has been highly valued in the domain of 
marketing (Narver and Slater 1990) and management (Liao and Subramony 2008), and 
has been found to favorably impact service performance, customer satisfaction (Stock 
and Hoyer 2005), and customer-focused organizational citizenship behaviors (Bettencourt, 
Gwinner, and Meuter 2001). 
Customer-oriented selling is conceptualized as “the practice of the marketing 
concept at the level of the individual salesperson and customer” (Saxe and Weitz 1982, p. 
343).  From their seminal work, Saxe and Weitz further elaborate on the exemplary 
characteristics of customer-oriented selling as demonstrated by a desire to help customers 
make satisfactory purchase decisions, helping customers assess their needs, offering 
products that will satisfy those needs, describing products accurately, as well as avoiding 
manipulative influence tactics and the use of high pressure (1982, p. 344).  Following 
Siguaw, Brown, and Widing (1994), we conceptualize customer-oriented selling as 
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selling behaviors. 
 Indeed, customer-oriented selling has been widely advocated by sales 
organizations in an effort to favorably enhance the service level and therefore achieve 
quality goals (Flaherty, Dahlstrom, and Skinner 1999).  Achieving service excellence 
(Grewal and Sharma 1991) and implementing a CRM strategy are both predicated on 
how well salespeople perform (Periatt, LeMay, and Chakrabarty 2004), so the importance 
of being customer-oriented to ensure and enhance long-term customer satisfaction (Saxe 
and Weitz 1982) is emphasized to salespeople.  The favorable results of enacting 
customer-oriented selling are various, including salesforce effectiveness (Baldauf and 
Cravens 1999) and improved customer-salesperson relationship (Williams and Attaway 
1996). 
 By virtue of the favorable outcomes brought about by selling in a customer-
oriented manner to forge long-term customer relationships, it is important to identify the 
key antecedents to customer-oriented selling.  One of these antecedents is the 
salesperson’s psychological empowerment (Martin and Bush 2006; Peccei and Rosenthal 
2001).  Specifically, psychological empowerment is associated with flexibility (Thomas 
and Velthouse 1990), initiation of new tasks when there are problems and opportunities 
(Conger and Kanungo 1988; Thomas and Velthouse 1990), and innovative behaviors 
(Spreitzer 1995a), all of which constitute the essence of customer-oriented selling. 
Salespeople need the authority to make local decisions to flexibly address dynamic 
customers’ needs (Knouse and Strutton 1996) and proactively satisfy customers by 
initiating innovative solutions for customers.  In essence, a psychologically empowered 
salesperson is a procreater (Williams and Attaway 1996) who is competent at creating a 
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market offering tailor-made to the specific needs of the customer, exhibiting attributes 
important for performing his or her job in a customer-oriented manner. 
 Further, a psychologically empowered salesperson who perceives impact on his or 
her job is convinced that he or she can significantly influence job consequences (Thomas 
and Velthouse 1990), and such perception can drive him or her to expend more efforts to 
better satisfy the customer’s needs, conducive to customer-oriented selling.  Besides, 
feeling competent at work means that the salesperson can mobilize his or her skills and 
resources effectively to achieve task goals (Gist and Mitchell 1992), which, in the current 
context, translate into offering products that fully satisfy dynamic customer needs 
consistent with customer-oriented selling (Saxe and Weitz 1982).  Moreover, perceiving 
self-determination (Spreitzer 1995a) when interacting with and selling to the customer is 
a prerequisite for responding flexibly to changing customer needs, which underlies the 
practice of customer-oriented selling.  All in all, psychological empowerment contributes 
to enhanced customer relationships by facilitating and promoting customer-oriented 
selling. 
 Taken together, we provide a detailed explanation of how psychological 
empowerment is positively related to customer-oriented selling.  Therefore: 
 
H7a: Meaning experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
customer-oriented selling. 
H7b: Impact experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
customer-oriented selling. 
H7c: Competence experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
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customer-oriented selling. 
H7d: Self-determination experienced by the salesperson is positively related to 
his/her customer-oriented selling. 
 
 Satisfied salespeople are more likely to display positive moods and emotions at 
work, and to genuinely demonstrate these positive emotions when interacting with 
customers (Grandey 2003).  Because positive emotions are related to creative problem 
solving (Isen and Baron 1991), salespeople who are satisfied with their jobs are more 
adept at creatively customizing product offerings (Liao and Chuang 2007) that will 
innovatively solve customer problems and fully satisfy customer needs, the essence of 
customer-oriented selling (Saxe and Weitz 1982).    
Based on social exchange theory (Blau 1964), we hypothesize that salesperson 
job satisfaction is positively related to customer-oriented selling (e.g., Hoffman and 
Ingram 1991).  According to the social exchange perspective, salespeople who enjoy 
satisfaction from their job will reciprocate with behaviors supporting those from whom 
they benefit (i.e., customers).  In other words, highly satisfied salespeople are likely to 
engage in more customer-oriented selling behaviors in a bid to further maintain and 
enhance these beneficial relationships.  Thus, consistent with the literature (e.g., Hoffman 
and Ingram 1991), we hypothesize: 
 
H8: Salesperson job satisfaction is positively related to his or her customer-
oriented selling behaviors. 
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2.3.4 Organizational Citizenship Behavior 
 As organizations have been shifting away from the use of strict hierarchical 
structures and implement somewhat autonomous team-based work structures, the 
importance of individual initiative and cooperation has been steadily growing in today’s 
management (LePine, Erez, and Johnson 2002).  In particular, organizational citizenship 
behavior (OCB) has received the preponderance of research attention (e.g., MacKenzie, 
Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993; MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Ahearne 1999; Netemeyer, Boles, 
McKee, and McMurrian 1997; Piercy, Cravens, Lane, and Vorhies 2006; Podsakoff  and 
MacKenzie 1994; Williams and Anderson 1991) in this business environment 
characterized by flattened organizational structures, and increased employee autonomy 
and responsibility (Hoffman, Blair, Meriac, and Woehr 2007), by virtue of the fact that 
the performance of discretionary work behaviors contributes to effective and efficient 
organizational functioning. 
 Notwithstanding the conceptual ambiguity surrounding the OCB construct 
(LePine, Erez, and Johnson 2002), OCBs can be defined, in a selling context, as 
“discretionary behaviors on the part of a salesperson that directly promote the effective 
functioning of an organization, without necessarily influencing a salesperson’s objective 
sales productivity” (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993, p. 71).  What is noteworthy 
in most OCB research is that OCBs are referred to as discretionary, not directly or 
explicitly recognized by the organization’s formal reward system, and contribute to the 
effective functioning of the organization (Organ 1988, p. 4).   
In fact, categories of OCBs vary with respect to the behaviors’ beneficiary (cf. 
Williams and Anderson 1991), culminating in two distinct categories of OCBs: OCB-I 
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(OCB directed toward individuals), and OCB-O (OCB directed toward the organization).  
Since salespeople mostly operate remotely from their own companies and very seldom do 
they have frequent interactions with colleagues, we choose to focus on examining OCB-
O in a selling environment, encompassing “conscientiousness,” “civic virtue,” and 
“sportsmanship.”  Conceptually, conscientiousness can be defined as “discretionary 
behavior that goes well beyond the minimum role requirements of the organization” 
(MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993, p. 71), such as working extra-long days.  Civic 
virtue is “behavior indicating that the salesperson responsibly participates in, and is 
concerned about, the life of the company” (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993, p. 
71).  Sportsmanship can be referred to as “a willingness on the part of a salesperson to 
tolerate less than ideal circumstances” without making complaints on trivial matters 
(MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993, p. 71).         
 According to the social exchange perspective (Blau 1964), we believe that 
feelings of empowerment favorably enhance the OCBs of salespeople (Wat and Shaffer 
2005): Empowerment signifies trust (Zhu, May, and Avolio 2004) and support 
(Eisenberger, Fasolo, and Davis-LaMastro 1990) from the organization, and is highly 
regarded by salespeople, and according to the norm of reciprocity, the empowered 
salespeople feel the need to reciprocate by further promoting the effective functioning of 
the organization, the achievement of which can be done by OCBs (or more precisely, 
OCBs-O).  In particular, in accordance with social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel 1978), 
psychologically empowered salespeople are likely to perceive trust from the sales 
organization and are more inclined to identify with their affiliated sales organization.  As 
such, they will be motivated to maintain this valued identification by undertaking OCBs 
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to help the organization to solidify the cohesiveness of this in-group.  Alge, Ballinger, 
Tangirala, and Oakley (2006) argue that when the organization nurtures conditions to 
enhance the value of ones’ membership in that organization through enhancing feelings 
of meaning and impact among the employees, social identity perspective (Tajfel 1978) 
predicts that the employees would reciprocate by engaging in OCBs directed at the 
organization to enhance the value of the organization and maintain their organizational 
membership.  They would do so even if it would involve making a personal sacrifice 
(Van Vugt and Hart 2004).   
 Besides, according to self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan 1985), a 
salesperson who exhibits self-determination and is autonomous fully endorses the actions 
in which he or she is engaged and/or the values expressed by them (Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, 
and Kaplan 2003).  Perceiving trust and support from the organization, the autonomous 
salesperson is free to undertake OCBs directed toward the organization to graciously 
express his or her gratitude toward it and endorses the values associated with these OCBs.  
Moreover, competent salespeople are likely to perceive themselves as more capable to 
influence their organization in a more meaningful way (Avolio, Zhu, Koh, and Bhatia 
2004), thus proactively taking the initiative (Thomas and Velthouse 1990) to execute 
extra-role efforts (Spreitzer 1995a) targeted at the organization.  Taken together, we 
hypothesize: 
 
H9a: Meaning experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
organizational citizenship behaviors. 
H9b: Impact experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
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organizational citizenship behaviors. 
H9c: Competence experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
organizational citizenship behaviors. 
H9d: Self-determination experienced by the salesperson is positively related to 
his/her organizational citizenship behaviors.          
 
 Given the argument that job-satisfied employees are likely to be undertaking 
OCBs out of gratitude to the organization or a desire to reciprocate the feelings of 
satisfaction they experience on the job (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Ahearne 1999), 
consistent with social exchange theory (Blau 1964), we also postulate a positive 
relationship between job satisfaction and OCB.  In fact, a recent meta-analysis (Podsakoff, 
MacKenzie, Paine, and Bachrach 2000) also demonstrates that job satisfaction is 
positively related to OCB.  As such: 
 
H10: Salesperson job satisfaction is positively related to organizational 
citizenship behavior. 
 
2.3.5 Organizational Commitment 
 Organizational commitment, being one of the most frequently investigated job 
attitudes (Riketta 2008), can be defined as “the relative strength of an individual’s 
identification with and involvement in a particular organization” (Mowday, Steers, and 
Porter 1979, p. 226).  Underlying this construct is a strong belief in and acceptance of the 
organization’s goals and values, a willingness to exert considerable effort on behalf of the 
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organization, and a strong desire to maintain membership in the organization (Mowday, 
Steers, and Porter 1979, p. 226). 
 With reference to social exchange theory (Blau 1964), salespeople who are 
graciously afforded opportunities for decision latitude, challenge, and responsibility 
endow with feelings of meaning, impact, self-determination, and competence—they are 
therefore very much appreciative of the organization and would likely to reciprocate by 
being more committed to the organization (Avolio, Zhu, Koh, and Bhatia 2004; 
Eisenberger, Fasolo, and Davis-LaMastro 1990; Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe 2000).  We 
therefore hypothesize: 
 
H11a: Meaning experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
organizational commitment. 
H11b: Impact experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
organizational commitment. 
H11c: Competence experienced by the salesperson is positively related to his/her 
organizational commitment. 
H11d: Self-determination experienced by the salesperson is positively related to 
his/her organizational commitment. 
  
2.3.6 Customer Satisfaction   
Central to the marketing concept (Fournier and Mick 1999), the indubitable 
importance of customer satisfaction has been found by a myriad of studies conducted on 
this post-consumption response (cf. Tse and Wilton 1988) over the past decades (e.g., 
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Anderson 1973; Fornell, Mithas, Morgeson, and Krishnan 2006; Oliver 1999; Tse and 
Wilton 1988).  Researchers looking into the domain of customer satisfaction are generally 
motivated by the belief that satisfaction is related to the customer’s purchase and 
repatronage intention (e.g., Jones and Reynolds 2006).  In addition to intentions, 
customer satisfaction has been linked with positive word-of-mouth (Jones and Reynolds 
2006), perceived service quality (Bitner 1990), trust (Garbarino and Johnson 1999), 
commitment (Garbarino and Johnson 1999), and loyalty (Jones and Reynolds 2006; Jones 
and Sasser 1995; Oliver 1999).  Eventually, satisfaction is connected with those macro-
variables such as customer retention (Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004).  Together, 
it is evident that in today’s marketplace where relationship orientation is of immense 
interest and importance to firms, customer satisfaction bears strong relevance to 
relationship building and maintenance. 
More specifically, research findings have accumulated to attest to the significance 
of satisfaction in enhancing customer loyalty (e.g., Fornell, Johnson, Anderson, Cha, and 
Bryant 1996; Jones and Sasser 1995; Oliver 1999), often supported by the attitude-
behavior consistency arguments (Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Fishbein and Ajzen 1974; 
Oliver 1997).  Indeed, satisfaction has been found to be a leading determinant of loyalty 
(e.g., Rust and Zahorik 1993).  This is best exemplified by a finding offered by Reichheld 
(1996) which reveals that satisfaction measures account for up to 40 percent of the 
variance in models of customer retention.  All in all, customer satisfaction is regarded as 
a paramount goal to achieve long-lasting customer relationships.   
In the literature, customer satisfaction can be defined as the degree of fulfillment 
of some need, desire, goal, or some other plausible end state in a given exchange 
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encounter between the customer and firm (Oliver 1999).  Specifically in a selling setting 
where there is a high degree of salesperson-customer interaction, customer satisfaction is 
largely determined by the quality of such interaction (Bitner, Booms, and Tetreault 1990).  
As such, the salesperson plays a pivotal role in influencing the customer’s experience 
with the firm (Babin and Boles 1998) and therefore favorably affecting the customer’s 
formulation of satisfaction judgment.  A psychologically empowered salesperson, who is 
energized, competent, and exhibits self-determination or autonomy (Spreitzer 1995a), is 
likely to deliver quality service by flexibly and effectively addressing dynamic customer 
needs, resulting in an escalated level of customer satisfaction.     
 Besides, given the close proximity between the salesperson and the customer 
(Schneider and Bowen 1985) and the continuous stream of interaction between the two 
parties, psychological empowerment should augment customer satisfaction by enhancing 
customer perceptions of control, self-worth, and competence as exhibited by the 
empowered salesperson (Sparks, Bradley, and Callan 1997).  As such: 
 
H12a: Meaning experienced by the salesperson is positively related to customer 
satisfaction. 
H12b: Impact experienced by the salesperson is positively related to customer 
satisfaction. 
H12c: Competence experienced by the salesperson is positively related to 
customer satisfaction. 
H12d: Self-determination experienced by the salesperson is positively related to 
customer satisfaction. 
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 Furthermore, concordant with our previous discussion, a logical argument is that 
customer-oriented selling behaviors enhance the satisfaction level of the customer in the 
sales encounter.  Attributes such as a desire to help customers make satisfactory purchase 
decisions, helping customers assess their needs, offering products that will satisfy those 
needs, describing products accurately, as well as avoiding manipulative influence tactics 
and the use of high pressure (Saxe and Weitz 1982, p. 344) are all virtues of customer-
oriented selling behaviors.  It follows that customers will be most satisfied by customer-
oriented salespeople who genuinely care about satisfying their specific needs..  This 
argument is supported in the literature (Humphreys and Williams 1996).  Therefore:     
 
H13: The salesperson’s customer-oriented selling behaviors are positively related 
to customer satisfaction. 
 
2.3.7 Customer Loyalty 
Proposed as “the marketplace currency for the twenty-first century” (Singh and 
Sirdeshmukh 2000, p. 150), customer loyalty has become a strategic imperative for many 
firms.  Evidence abounds to underscore the economics of customer loyalty (e.g., 
Reichheld and Sasser 1990; Rust and Zahorik 1993) as a “primary goal of relationship 
marketing” (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and Gremler 2002, p. 231).  Driven by the belief 
that loyalty contributes significantly to firm performance (Anderson and Mittal 2000; 
Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004), research on loyalty has been blooming to 
uncover its determinants as the loyalty concept is “theoretically and practically 
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important” (Payne and Webber 2006, p. 366).  The confluence of these research efforts 
has demonstrated that customer loyalty is driven by perceived value (Sirdeshmukh, Singh, 
and Sabol 2002), satisfaction (Anderson and Mittal 2000; Jones and Sasser 1995; Oliver 
1999; Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004), and trust (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001; 
Lynch, Kent, and Srinivasan 2001; Singh and Sirdeshmukh 2000; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, 
and Sabol 2002).   
Despite the richness of the research findings, there is no widely accepted 
definition of loyalty.  Dating back to the early work by Brown (1952) who focused on 
repeat purchase behavior, customer loyalty is classified into a taxonomy of undivided, 
divided, unstable, and no loyalty.  More recent work has conceived of loyalty in terms of 
both purchase behavior and attitudinal dimensions (e.g., Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001; 
Day 1969).  In this regard, we observe that the literature embeds two streams of research 
framing the dependent relationship marketing outcome as either customer retention, 
which encompasses only the behavioral dimension of loyalty from a firm perspective (a 
more macro-level measure: Anderson and Mittal 2000), or customer loyalty, which, 
concordant with Day (1969), encompasses both the behavioral and attitudinal 
dimensions from a customer perspective (a more micro-level measure: Chaudhuri and 
Holbrook 2001).         
A comprehensive examination of the loyalty construct has been undertaken by 
Oliver (1997).  Incorporating the act of consuming, Oliver (1999) puts forward a more 
encompassing definition of loyalty as “a deeply held commitment to rebuy or repatronize 
a preferred product/service consistently in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-
brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite situational influences and marketing efforts 
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having the potential to cause switching behavior” (p. 34).  Drawing upon developments 
in the loyalty literature and extending the early conceptualization, Oliver (1997) 
constructs a detailed framework of loyalty in which it is depicted in a sequence of four 
distinct phases: Cognitive loyalty (belief-based), affective loyalty (attitude-based), 
conative loyalty (intention-based), and action loyalty (overt behavior-based). 
In the existing literature, a majority of research has conceptualized loyalty in 
terms of conation (e.g., Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and Gremler 2002; Singh and 
Sirdeshmukh 2000; Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman 1996).  In concert with this, we 
conceptualize “customer loyalty to the salesperson” as the customer’s “intention to 
perform a diverse set of behaviors that signal a motivation to maintain a relationship with 
the focal salesperson” (Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 2002), reflecting a focus on 
conation in this definition of loyalty in a relational context (Singh and Sirdeshmukh 
2000).  We define customer loyalty with reference to the salesperson (in contrast to the 
selling firm) because it is argued that such “personal loyalty” contributes to “service 
business loyalty” (Bove and Johnson 2006), and reduces customer defection (Johnson, 
Barksdale, and Boles 2001).  This is in accord with the services marketing literature 
which posits that the intangibility of services accentuates the value of the service 
providers who are responsible for delivering them (Crosby, Evans, and Cowles 1990).  In 
fact, a recent study by Palmatier, Scheer, and Steenkamp (2007) shows that only 
salesperson-owned loyalty, in contrast to loyalty to the selling firm, directly affects sales 
growth and selling effectiveness. 
 In the present investigation, we postulate that customer satisfaction is positively 
related to customer loyalty.  Research findings have accumulated to document the crucial 
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role of satisfaction in enhancing customer loyalty (e.g., Jones and Sasser 1995; Oliver 
1999), often supported by the attitude-behavior consistency arguments (Oliver 1997).  
Likewise, as predicted by the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980), 
intentions are the direct outcome of attitude (and subjective norms), wherein loyalty 
intentions are determined by satisfaction (Brady, Knight, Cronin,, Hult, and Keillor 2005; 
Garbarino and Johnson 1999).  Indeed, satisfaction has been found to be a leading 
determinant of loyalty (e.g., Rust and Zahorik 1993).  This is exemplified by the finding 
that satisfaction measures account for up to 40 percent of the variance in models of 
customer retention (Reichheld 1996).  Based on the aforementioned discussion, we 
hypothesize the following relationship: 
 
H14: Customer satisfaction is positively related to customer loyalty. 
 
Furthermore, consistent with the literature, customer-oriented selling is 
efficacious at improving customer relationships by enhancing customer loyalty (Williams 
and Attaway 1996).  It is conceivable that a salesperson who is customer-oriented is adept 
at effectively offering solutions to suit the idiosyncratic needs of customers, culminating 
in favorable service quality perceptions and eventual loyalty from the customers.  As such, 
we hypothesize:    
 
H15: The salesperson’s customer-oriented selling behaviors are positively related 
to customer loyalty. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  
 
In order to carefully investigate the issues discussed previously, our research is 
divided into two parts, a laboratory experiment and a field study.  In response to the 
suggestion by Dipboye and Flanagan (1979) who advocate the implementation of 
coordinated research strategies in both laboratory and field settings to construct an 
externally valid discipline, we seek to contribute to the sales literature by investigating, 
the empowerment domain in a selling context, and by comprehensively applying both 
experimental and survey designs in this thesis. 
 
3.1 Experimental Study 
3.1.1 Design Overview 
In our first essay, using an experimental design, we investigate the essential 
conditions for inducing the feelings of empowerment.  A scenario methodology was 
selected in which subjects were asked to imagine themselves in the scenario presented.  
Scenario methodology has been applied in a number of previous sales studies of 
salesperson performance evaluations (Brown, Jackson, and Mowen 1980; Marshall and 
Mowen 1993), salesperson credibility (Sharma 1990), buyer-seller similarity (Fine and 
Gardial 1990), and customer satisfaction with salespeople (Widmier and Jackson 2002).  
Evidence indicates that individuals respond to an experimental scenario in much the same 
manner as they would respond to a similar actual experience (Forward, Canter, and 
Kirsch 1976), bolstering the case for a scenario methodology.  It has also been 
demonstrated that scenarios exhibit ecological validity (Bateson and Hui 1992), and they 
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are appropriate for studying feelings of empowerment in response to an organizational 
context as carefully contrived in an experiment for more rigorous control.  Moreover, the 
economies and control afforded by the role-playing experiment are deemed important 
(Brown, Jackson, and Mowen 1980). 
In our 2x2 between-subject factorial experiment, the independent variables were 
systems of reward (outcome-based versus process-based) and sources of information 
about performance (customer-originated versus supervisor-originated).  Systems of 
reward were varied by describing that the salesperson in the scenario was compensated 
on the basis of objective (versus subjective) measures of job performance such as dollar 
sales (versus selling effort).  Sources of information about performance were manipulated 
by describing that the salesperson in the scenario had exchanged information between 
him and his customer (versus supervisor) during the selling encounter (versus after the 
selling encounter) in order to come up with a better solution for the customer and thereby 
improve the salesperson’s performance.   
 
3.1.2 Subjects 
Sixty-one subjects were obtained from upper level undergraduate selling and sales 
management classes at a large co-operative education University on the east coast.  
Students comprised a good sample because the focus of the research was on theory 
testing (Calder, Phillips, and Tybout 1981).  What’s more, given the fact that these 
students were taking classes on personal selling and sales management, many had co-op 
working experience in sales and would be entering the sales field upon graduation,    
therefore their responses would likely closely parallel those of actual salespeople.  
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Ninety-three percent of the subjects were under age 25 and fifty-six percent were male.  
 
3.1.3 Procedure 
Subjects were randomly assigned to one of the four scenarios.  They were told 
that they were to assume the role of a salesperson with an industrial sales company and 
had been with this company for two years.  They then read the scenarios assigned to them, 
followed by the collection of the dependent measures (i.e., psychological empowerment) 
as well as covariate measures (i.e., self-esteem and locus of control).  Finally, to 
undertake demand check, the subjects were asked to write what they thought was the 
purpose of the study, and a review of their responses revealed that none of them surmised 
that inducing feelings of empowerment within individuals was a focal point for this 
current study (cf. Mick and Faure 1998, p. 300). 
 
3.1.4 Measures 
 All measures were recorded on 7-point scales, ranging from strongly disagree (1) 
to strongly agree (7).  The dependent variable, psychological empowerment, was 
evaluated on twelve items developed by Spreitzer (1995a).  In accord with past research 
which posits that self-esteem (Rosenberg 1965) and locus of control (Levenson 1974) 
may have impacts on empowerment (cf. Spreitzer 1995a), these variables were included 
as covariates.  A review on the relevant literature revealed that the Rosenberg (1965) 
scale had been widely used in such marketing studies (e.g., Richins (1991), Chowdhury 
(1993), Boush, Friestad, and Rose (1994)), along with such recent psychological studies 
by Duffy, Shaw, Scott, and Tepper (2006) and Cohen-Charash and Mueller (2007).  The 
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Levenson (1974) scale has also been applied in a number of studies (e.g., Frese, Krauss, 
Keith, Escher, Grabarkiewicz, Luneng, Heers, Unger, and Friedrich 2007; Lam and 
Schaubroeck 2000; Presson, Clark, and Benassi 1997; Rossier, Dahourou, and McCrae 
2005).  
 
3.1.5 Results 
3.1.5.1 Manipulation Checks 
 Subjects in the outcome-based reward systems situation considered the 
salesperson whom they were role-playing to be compensated mainly on objective work 
outcomes (M = 5.49), when compared to those in the process-based reward systems 
situation (M = 3.52) (p < .001).   Besides, subjects in the customer-originated information 
group reported that they had received feedback from the customer in the selling 
encounter described in the scenario (M = 6.07), in contrast to those in the supervisor-
originated information group (M = 3.27) (p < .001).  Overall, the manipulations were 
deemed successful. 
 
3.1.5.2 Effects on Psychological Empowerment 
 A two-way ANOVA (Martin 2004) on the average psychological empowerment 
score revealed a significant main effect of sources of information about performance 
(Hypothesis 1), showing that subjects in the customer-originated condition (M = 5.25) 
reported higher levels of psychological empowerment than those in the supervisor-
originated condition (M = 4.62) (p < .01).  Also, a significant main effect of systems of 
reward was found (Hypothesis 2), depicting that subjects in the process-based condition 
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(M = 5.10) reported higher levels of psychological empowerment than those in the 
outcome-based condition (M = 4.73) (p < .07).  However, the interaction was not 
significant (Hypothesis 3) (p > .10) (Figure 3).  Though a significant interaction did not 
emerge as hypothesized, the means reported in Table 1 demonstrate that reported feelings 
of empowerment were indeed the highest in the customer-originated information/process-
based reward system condition (M = 5.53) and this cell was significantly different from 
the other cells (Table 1). 
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Table 1 
Means as a Function of Sources of Information about Performance and Systems of 
Reward 
 
 
 
 
 Sources of information about performance 
Dependent variable and 
Systems of reward 
Customer Supervisor 
Psychological empowerment   
Process-based 5.53a 4.64b 
Outcome-based 4.92b 4.61b 
Note: Means are based on 7-point scales, with higher values indicating higher ratings of     
psychological empowerment.  Means with a different superscript differ at p<0.05 or 
better. 
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Figure 3 
The Relationship between Systems of Reward and Psychological Empowerment as a 
Function of Sources of Information about Performance 
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3.2 Field Study 
3.2.1 Design Overview 
In our second essay, the purpose is to examine a model of the nomological 
network (Cronbach and Meehl 1955) of psychological empowerment in a selling 
environment by collecting field data using a survey instrument.   
 
3.2.2 Sample 
 As the primary thrust of this study is how feelings of empowerment experienced 
by salespeople impact their work outcomes and customer relationship outcomes, 
salespeople were deemed as the appropriate sample.  In particular, business-to-business 
salespeople were selected due to their important role in managing business-to-business 
customer relationships (Weitz and Bradford 1999).   
Data for the study were obtained from an online panel of a large reputed 
marketing research company.  The majority of the business-to-business salesperson 
respondents were above age 45 (59.4%) and were college graduates (60.4%).  Females 
(50.5%) and males (49.5%) were approximately equal in number among respondents.. 
 
3.2.3 Item Purification 
 Before analyzing the data, a test of the unidimensionality of the measures was 
conducted using factor analysis.  Essentially, exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) were 
performed on scale items, taken one scale at a time, to ascertain whether the items for a 
construct shared a single underlying factor and were unidimensional (cf. Gerbing and 
Anderson 1988).  Items with cross-loadings were dropped and removed from the final 
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scales for subsequent hypothesis testing.  Overall, we found evidence that for every 
construct included in this study, one factor was extracted using an eigen value of 1.0 as 
the cut-off point, providing support for the unidimensionality of our scales. 
 The reliabilities of the scales were tested by computing Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients (Churchill 1979; Nunnally 1978), the reliability coefficient most frequently 
used by marketing researchers (Gerbing and Anderson 1988; Odin, Odin and Valette-
Florence 2001).  All scales were found to be reliable as demonstrated by their respective 
alphas being above 0.7 (Nunnally 1978; Hinkin 1998).   
 
3.2.4 Measures and Final Items 
 All measures were adapted from well-established scales in the literature with 
demonstrated psychometric properties.  Unless otherwise stated, all items were measured 
by a 7-point Likert format anchored by (1) “strongly disagree” to (7) “strongly agree.” 
 
3.2.4.1 Psychological Empowerment      
Psychological empowerment, as measured in our first essay, was evaluated on 
twelve items developed by Spreitzer (1995a).  The scale has been used in previous 
research demonstrating psychometric properties (e.g., Chen, Lam, and Zhong 2007; Hall 
2008; Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason 1997; Wat and Shaffer 2005).  For instance, in the 
study by Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason (1997), the Cronbach’s alphas for the four 
dimensions are 0.87 (meaning), 0.88 (impact), 0.79 (competence), and 0.81 (self-
determination). 
 As the study of psychological empowerment is still in an embryonic stage in sales 
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research, we deliberately examine the different dimensions of psychological 
empowerment, namely, “meaning,” “impact,” “competence,” and “self-determination,” in 
accord with Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason (1997) as well as Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe 
(2000).  This dimensional approach is undertaken to pay greater heed to the distinct roles 
played by different empowerment dimensions (Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason 1997).  In 
fact, Martin and Bush (2006, p. 434) urge researchers to consider the differential impacts 
of different empowerment dimensions on outcomes such as sales performance.  By 
investigating these different dimensions, we seek to explore the rich conceptual domain 
of psychological empowerment and its relevance to various outcomes.  The Spreitzer 
(1995a) 12-item empowerment scale contains three items for each of the four dimensions 
of empowerment, and each set of three items was summed to form the four dimensions of 
empowerment: meaning (alpha = 0.83), impact (alpha = 0.81), competence (alpha = 0.79), 
and self-determination (alpha = 0.71).  
 
3.2.4.2 Role Conflict 
To measure role conflict, we used items from Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) 
which is the most commonly used scale in marketing, management, and applied 
psychology research.  For example, in the marketing literature, the Rizzo, House, and 
Lirtzman (1970) scale items have been adapted by Fry, Futrell, Parasuraman, and 
Chmielewski (1986), Brown and Peterson (1994), Singh (1998), and MacKenzie, 
Podsakoff, and Ahearne (1998).  The Cronbach’s alpha for the 4-item role conflict scale 
was 0.81. 
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3.2.4.3 Job Satisfaction 
 We evaluated salesperson job satisfaction by using items from the Churchill, Ford, 
and Walker (1974) INDSALES scale.  This scale has been widely accepted by sales 
researchers such as Oliver and Anderson (1994) as well as service marketing researchers 
such as Hartline and Ferrell (1996).  In essence, we measured satisfaction with aspects of 
the overall job, such as the policies of the organization, and the perceptions of customers, 
supervisor(s), and so forth, followed by summing the scores to form an “aggregate” 
construct as explicated by Law, Wong, and Mobley (1998).  Respondents were asked to 
express the extent to which they were satisfied with the various facets of their job on a 5-
point scale, with “1” being “extremely dissatisfied” and “5” being “extremely satisfied.”  
The 6-item scale exhibited an alpha of 0.87.  
 
3.2.4.4 Customer-Oriented Selling 
 We assessed a salesperson’s customer-oriented selling using five items from the 
Saxe and Weitz (1982) Selling-Orientation-Customer-Orientation Scale (alpha = 0.92).  
On a 9-point scale, respondents were asked to reflect on how often they engaged in the 
behaviors specified in the statements, with “1” being “never” and “9” being “always.”  
Previous studies (e.g., Michaels and Day 1985) have demonstrated this scale to be 
reliable and valid.   
 
3.2.4.5 Organizational Citizenship Behavior  
 Despite the conceptual ambiguity surrounding the construct “organizational 
citizenship behavior” (OCB) (Hoffman, Blair, Meriac, and Woehr 2007; LePine, Erez, 
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and Johnson 2002), we chose to zero in on the dimension of “generalized compliance” 
embedded in the OCB-O construct (OCB directed toward the organization) (Williams and 
Anderson 1991).  Within this construct, we measured conscientiousness, civic virtue, and 
sportsmanship, adapted from MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter (1993) who developed 
items which fit well in a selling context.  We summed the scores to form the OCB-O 
construct with alpha being 0.80.  In fact, the examination of an overall OCB construct is 
not uncommon in the literature (e.g., Netemeyer, Boles, McKee, and McMurrian 1997; 
Williams and Anderson 1991). 
 
3.2.4.6 Organizational Commitment 
 Organizational commitment was measured with the scale items proposed by 
Mowday, Steers, and Porter (1979).  Agarwal and Ramaswami (1993) assert that this 
scale is indeed a good measure of organizational commitment, in particular the affective 
aspect of organization commitment.  Previous research (e.g., MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and 
Ahearne 1998; Siguaw, Brown, and Widing 1994) has used this scale.  In this study, we 
adapted six items from this scale (alpha = 0.94). 
 
3.2.4.7 Customer Satisfaction 
 Customer satisfaction was measured using the items from de Wulf, Odekerken-
Schröder, and Iacobucci (2001).  Termed as “relationship satisfaction,” this construct was 
measured in other studies such as Palmatier, Scheer, Houston, Evans, and Gopalakrishna 
(2007) with Cronbach’s alpha being 0.93.  The alpha for this 3-item scale in this study 
was 0.83. 
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3.2.4.8 Customer Loyalty 
 In order to measure customer loyalty specifically to the salesperson (rather than to 
the selling firm in general), we adapted four scale items from Palmatier, Scheer, and 
Steenkamp (2007) (alpha = 0.83).  
 
3.2.5 Model Estimation and Results 
 A series of regression analyses were performed to test our aforementioned 
hypotheses (Hypothesis 4-15) (see Table 2).  The regression equations used to estimate 
our theoretical model are as follows: 
 
 RC = β0 + β1 Mean + β2 Imp + β3 Comp + β4 SD + ε    (1) 
 JS = β0 + β1 Mean + β2 Imp + β3 Comp + β4 SD + β5 RC + ε  (2) 
 CO = β0 + β1 Mean + β2 Imp + β3 Comp + β4 SD + β5 JS + ε  (3) 
 OCB = β0 + β1 Mean + β2 Imp + β3 Comp + β4 SD + β5 JS + ε             (4) 
 OC = β0 + β1 Mean + β2 Imp + β3 Comp + β4 SD + ε   (5) 
CS = β0 + β1 Mean + β2 Imp + β3 Comp + β4 SD + β5 CO + ε  (6) 
CL = β0 + β1 CS + β2 CO + ε       (7) 
 
Where: RC = Role conflict; Mean = Meaning; Imp = Impact; Comp = Competence; SD = 
Self-determination; JS = Job satisfaction; CO = Customer-oriented selling; OCB = 
Organizational citizenship behavior; OC = Organizational commitment; CS = Customer 
satisfaction; CL = Customer loyalty; 
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Hypothesis 4a-d posit that there are negative relationships between empowerment 
dimensions and role conflict.  From Equation (1), it is found that except for the 
competence dimension (β = -.082, n.s.), the empowerment dimensions were negatively 
related to role conflict: meaning (β = -.125, p < .05), impact (β = -.213, p < .01), and self-
determination (β = -.156, p < .05).  Therefore support was found for Hypothesis 4a, 4b, 
and 4d. 
Hypothesis 5a-d put forward positive relationships between empowerment 
dimensions and job satisfaction, and results from Equation (2) lent support to three out of 
these hypotheses (5a, 5b and 5d).  In particular, meaning (β = .419, p < .01), impact (β 
= .181, p < .01), and self-determination (β = .169, p < .01) were positively associated 
with job satisfaction.  However, contrary to Hypothesis 5c, a negative relationship was 
found between competence and job satisfaction (β = -.140, p < .01), and we will provide 
some plausible explanations to this surprising finding in the discussion section that 
follows. 
Results from Equation (2) also revealed a negative relationship between role 
conflict and job satisfaction, in accord with Hypothesis 6 (β = -.223, p < .01).  As far as 
customer-oriented selling is concerned, we specify positive relationships between 
empowerment dimensions and customer-oriented selling (Hypothesis 7a-d).  Results from 
Equation (3) indicated that except for the impact dimension (β = .003, n.s.), the 
empowerment dimensions are positively related to customer-oriented selling: meaning (β 
= .292, p < .05), competence (β = .217, p < .01), and self-determination (β = .141, p 
< .01).  Therefore support was found for Hypothesis 7a, 7c, and 7d.  Further, findings 
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derived from Equation (3) revealed that job satisfaction is positively related to customer-
oriented selling (Hypothesis 8) (β = .127, p < .05). 
Moreover, we hypothesize that empowerment dimensions are positively related to 
OCB, and we had support for three of the four dimensions from results derived from 
Equation (4), namely, meaning (β = .269, p < .01), competence (β = .202, p < .01), and 
self-determination (β = .112, p < .05).  As a result, Hypothesis 9a, 9c, and 9d were 
supported.  Also, support was found for Hypothesis 10, which posits that job satisfaction 
is positively associated with OCB (β = .209, p < .01). 
In relation to organization commitment, which is posited to be positively related 
to meaning (Hypothesis 11a), impact (Hypothesis 11b), competence (Hypothesis 11c), 
and self-determination (Hypothesis 11d), our results from Equation (5) provided support 
for these hypotheses except Hypothesis 11c.  In particular, meaning, impact, and self-
determination were positively related to organization commitment, with betas of .460 (p 
< .01), .269 (p < .01), and .108 (p < .05), respectively.  The beta for competence, on the 
other hand, was -.119 (p < .05), which was contrary to our hypothesis.  We will discuss 
this unexpected finding in the subsequent section. 
Furthermore, we postulated positive relationships between empowerment 
dimensions and customer satisfaction (Hypothesis 12a-d).  However, as shown in the 
results from Equation (6), we could only find support for Hypothesis 12c, wherein 
competence was positively related to customer satisfaction (β = .191, p < .01).  Though 
being positive in their respective betas as hypothesized, the other empowerment 
dimensions were not found to be significantly related to customer satisfaction: meaning 
(β = .043, n.s.), impact (β = .056, n.s.), and self-determination (β = .056, n.s.).  
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Meanwhile, customer-oriented selling was found to be associated positively with 
customer satisfaction (β = .502, p < .01), augmenting the case for supporting Hypothesis 
13. 
Concerning Hypothesis 14 which posits that customer satisfaction is positively 
related to customer loyalty, results from Equation (7) showed that we found support for 
this assertion (β = .138, p < .05).  Also, we discerned supporting evidence for Hypothesis 
15, which specifies a positive relationship between customer-oriented selling and 
customer loyalty (β = .199, p < .01). 
Overall, our findings lend strong support for most of our hypotheses.  Next, we 
will discuss our findings in details.          
  
     
  
 
Table 2 
Regression Models: Estimated Standardized Regression Coefficients 
 
 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 
Independent Variables 
Role 
Conflict 
Job 
Satisfaction 
Organizational 
Commitment 
Customer-
Oriented Selling 
OCB Customer 
Satisfaction 
Customer 
Loyalty 
        
Psychological 
Empowerment 
       
-Meaning -.125* .419** .460** .292** .269** .043  
-Impact -.213** .181** .269** .003 .046 .056  
-Competence -.082 -.140** -.119* .217** .202** .191**  
-Self-determination -.156* .169** .108* .141** .112* .056  
        
Role Conflict  -.223**      
        
Job Satisfaction    .127* .209**   
        
Customer-Oriented Selling      .502** .199** 
        
Customer Satisfaction       .138* 
        
        
**p<.01 
*  p<.05 
CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION 
 
 The purpose of the study was to (1) investigate the essential conditions for 
inducing feelings of empowerment among the sales force, and (2) to examine a model of 
the nomological network (Cronbach and Meehl 1955) of psychological empowerment in 
a selling environment.  Results afford valuable insights into these two questions. 
 
4.1 Inducing Empowerment Feelings among the Sales Force 
 Our experimental results indicate that information about job performance 
provided by customers (in contrast to sales supervisors) serves as a potent source of 
empowerment feelings.  Besides, a process-based (in contrast to outcome-based) reward 
system is a more favorable condition for heightening empowerment perceptions.  Taken 
together, these results have important implications for management.   
Though we failed to obtain a significant interaction between sources of 
information about job performance and reward systems, feelings of empowerment were 
indeed reported to be the highest in the customer-originated information/process-based 
reward system condition and this cell was significantly different from the other cells.  
This points to the fact that sales managers should consider establishing a reward system 
based on evaluating salespeople’s job inputs (Oliver and Anderson 1994), coupled with 
providing training for salespeople to help them effectively solicit more performance 
feedback from customers during selling encounters.  The process-based reward system 
implemented to monitor, direct, evaluate, and reward salespeople’s activities (Anderson 
and Oliver 1987) is perceived by salespeople as “collaborative management control” 
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(Piercy, Cravens, Lane, and Vorhies 2006), fueling empowerment feelings among them as 
supervisors can help their salespeople accurately assess their tasks such as their impact in 
the work unit.  In fact, Thomas and Velthouse (1990) point out that performance 
evaluations can be considered “external events” on which individuals base their job task 
assessments and thus empowerment perceptions, and managers can undertake 
“interventions” (that is, deliberately designing the reward system to be process-based) to 
change these environmental events that may significantly impinge upon individuals so 
that they feel more empowered. 
Further to the framework by Thomas and Velthouse (1990), inputs from 
customers can also promote empowerment perceptions among the sales force.  Managers 
are encouraged to make “interventions” in terms of offering training courses for 
salespeople so that they are better equipped to tactfully and effectively gather 
performance feedback from customers during the selling process.  Interpersonal, 
negotiating, and selling skills should constitute essential components in these training 
courses.  For example, the popular Xerox PSS (professional selling skills) training 
approach rests on a five-step selling skills program encompassing (1) opening sales calls, 
(2) effective listening, (3) objection handling, (4) closing, and (5) follow up (Cron, 
Marshall, Singh, Spiro, and Sujan 2005). 
 In fact, the need to build relationships with customers and persuade them to enter 
into mutually beneficial exchange relationships mandate that today’s salespeople be 
problem solvers (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007) or customer consultants (Hair, 
Anderson, Mehta, and Babin 2009) who practice consultative selling to provide added 
value to customers so as to earn their loyalty (Liu and Leach 2001).  For instance, the 
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IBM consultative sales training program stresses the importance of collaboratively 
working with clients as consultants to build close ties and work jointly to solve problems, 
co-creating value together (Bendapudi and Leone 2003; Vargo and Lusch 2004).  It is 
evident that this approach requires people and communication skills which go beyond 
mere selling (Cron, Marshall, Singh, Spiro, and Sujan 2005).  Therefore carefully 
listening to customers (Hunter and Goebel 2008) and effectively serving their needs is 
essential in today’s marketplace (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007), thus 
underscoring the importance of skillfully generating customer feedback.  In a bid to 
achieve this, a series of well-designed training programs centering on communication are 
necessary and should be supported by managers.  Together, these “interventions” 
(Thomas and Velthouse 1990) can heighten empowerment perceptions among the sales 
force.   
 
4.2 Attitudinal Variables 
4.2.1 Role Conflict 
 Our findings indicate that role conflict is negatively related to three of the four 
empowerment dimensions, namely, impact, self-determination, and meaning (in 
descending order of beta weights).  It is therefore reasonable to assume that increasing 
salespeople’s control and decision-making power in the workplace (manifested in terms 
of both “impact” and “self-determination”; Spreitzer 1995a) can significantly thwart and 
dampen role conflict commonly suffered by salespeople (Walker, Churchill, and Ford 
1975). 
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4.2.2 Job Satisfaction 
 Among the predictors of salesperson job satisfaction are the four dimensions of 
empowerment and role conflict.  As far as the empowerment dimensions are concerned, 
job satisfaction is most powerfully associated with the meaning dimension of 
empowerment.  Our finding showing the important role of the meaning dimension in job 
satisfaction judgment corroborates results by Spreitzer, Kizilos, and Nason (1997) as well 
as those by Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe (2000).  In fact, Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe 
(2000) suggest that the meaning dimension can be construed as the “psychological state” 
in the job characteristics model proposed by Hackman and Oldham (1976) when 
considering the mediating role of meaning in the relationship between job characteristics 
and job satisfaction.  A possible path to extend this result is to incorporate job 
characteristics in future research when examining the relationship between empowerment 
and job satisfaction in a selling context.   
 However, contrary to our expectations, “competence” is negatively related to job 
satisfaction.  There are at least two plausible explanations for this unexpected result.  
First, it is likely that highly competent employees find it especially difficult to derive a 
significant amount of satisfaction from their jobs, because they can achieve good results 
with relative ease.  As a result, their jobs may be perceived as less challenging, thwarting 
perceptions of job satisfaction, in line with research on job design (e.g., Campion and 
McClelland 1991). 
Second, according to self-regulating theories of motivation (Bandura 1991), 
individuals possessing high self-efficacy beliefs (or highly competent) are more likely to 
accept or self-set difficult goals (Brown, Cron, and Slocum 1998), which enhances their 
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levels of motivation.  Higher goals demand that individuals push their perceived level of 
performance to higher levels (Vancouver, Thompson, and Williams 2001) to be satisfied 
(Locke and Latham 1990).  But, the failure of achievement of these higher self-set goals 
may oftentimes give rise to job dissatisfaction.   
In fact, Hartline and Ferrell (1996) unearth a negative relationship between self-
efficacy and job satisfaction in their study of customer-contact employees.  Likewise, 
with other variables in the regression model, Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe (2000) find a 
negative beta for the relationship between competence and work satisfaction.  O’Neill 
and Mone (1998) similarly find a negative relationship between self-efficacy and job 
satisfaction especially for benevolents, individuals who prefer their outcome-input ratios 
to be less than those of comparable others (O’Neill and Mone 1998, p. 806).  Therefore, it 
seems that it does not suffice to simply increase self-efficacy or competence perceptions 
of salespeople to increase their job satisfaction; rather, additional career opportunities and 
work redesign may be deemed necessary, as suggested by Mone (1994). 
 
4.2.3 Organizational Commitment 
 A similar pattern of results are observed for predicting organization commitment 
as those for job satisfaction.  The four empowerment dimensions are related to 
organizational commitment, and among them, meaning is most strongly related with a 
beta weight of .460, corroborating the findings by Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe (2000).  
Consistent with the results found for predicting job satisfaction, the competence 
dimension is negatively related to organizational commitment, which is contrary to our 
expectations.  A similar result is found by Liden, Wayne, and Sparrowe (2000) who 
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uncover a negative beta for the relationship between competence and organizational 
commitment with other variables included in the regression model. 
 A plausible reason for the unexpected result for a negative relationship between 
competence and organizational commitment is that highly efficacious or competent 
individuals are more likely to have achieved outstanding job performance from which 
they have acquired access to more career choices and job opportunities elsewhere (Mone 
1994), thus giving them more power to seek other jobs and becoming less attached to the 
current organization.  This can be viewed as ego-confirming or self-affirming as these 
highly self-efficacious individuals seek feedback from other organizations to reinforce 
their own perceptions that their capabilities are in fact widely recognized in the market 
(Mone 1994). 
Because our explanation is post hoc and speculative, we believe this unexpected 
finding requires future investigation.  One possible path to examine this relationship is to 
adopt another measure of organizational commitment to ascertain whether this negative 
relationship becomes untenable.  The broader 15-item scale of organizational 
commitment, OCQ (organizational commitment questionnaire) (Porter, Steers, Mowday, 
and Boulian 1974), can be utilized to gauge how organizational commitment, including 
both its affective and conative (that is, intention to quit) dimensions, will be impacted by 
the competence dimension of empowerment. 
 
4.3 Job Outcomes 
4.3.1 Customer-Oriented Selling 
 Given the pronounced need for salespeople to build and nurture relationships with 
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customers (Hair, Anderson, Mehta, and Babin 2009; Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 
2005; Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004), customer-oriented selling is, and will 
continue to be, of enduring substantive and theoretical interest because it is a “viable 
option for organizations seeking to improve long-term customer relationships” (Martin 
and Bush 2006, p. 419).  Our findings reveal that job satisfaction and three of the four 
empowerment dimensions, namely, meaning, competence, and self-determination, may 
have positive impacts on promoting customer-oriented selling behaviors.  Again, 
“meaning” is found to be the most powerful predictor—sales managers are therefore 
urged to induce and promote the meaning perceptions of the sales force.  A possible 
avenue to achieve this is through transformational leadership (Avolio, Zhu, Koh, and 
Bhatia 2004).  In effect, transformational leaders place emphasis on the meaning of tasks 
that followers engage in at work, the practice of which augments the meaning perceptions 
of the followers and thus empowerment feelings.  
 
4.3.2 Organizational Citizenship Behavior  
 It has been argued that it does not suffice to only consider objective sales 
productivity (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter 1993) and in-role behaviors (MacKenzie, 
Podsakoff, and Ahearne 1998) of salespeople.  In today’s environment, OCBs have 
gained prominence in research in sales (Piercy, Cravens, Lane, and Vorhies 2006) and 
services (Donavan, Brown, and Mowen 2004).  In the current study, we reveal that OCBs 
directed toward organization may be impacted by meaning, job satisfaction, competence, 
and self-determination (in order of descending magnitude of beta weights).  The strong 
influence of meaning can be explained by the fact that meaning signifies an intrinsic 
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caring about a task consistent with the individuals’ ideals (Spreitzer 1995a). Salespeople 
who can see meaning on the job would likely engage in OCBs, or perform “above and 
beyond the call of duty,” to prevent work-related problems from occurring so as to 
continue their commitment to specific organizational goals (Wat and Shaffer 2005).  
Promoting meaning perceptions seems to be a very effective way to encourage OCBs 
toward selling organizations. 
 
4.4 Customer Outcomes 
4.4.1 Customer Satisfaction 
 Surprisingly, only “competence” as an empowerment dimension emerges as a 
significant predictor of customer satisfaction, though we find that customer-oriented 
selling is positively related to customer satisfaction.  Given this, we suggest that 
competence of salespeople is crucial to customers’ satisfaction judgments (e.g., Abhearne, 
Mathieu, and Rapp 2005; Bitner 1990), whereas other dimensions of empowerment 
(specifically, meaning and self-determination) may impact customer satisfaction 
indirectly through customer-oriented selling.  It seems that competent salespeople who 
have a strong belief in their abilities to fully satisfy customers can in fact achieve 
outcomes highly desired by customers (showcasing a strong effort-performance 
expectancy), according to social cognitive theory (Bandura 1986), thus promoting 
customer satisfaction.  Meanwhile, the control dimension of empowerment (self-
determination) may exert effects on customer satisfaction through customer-oriented 
selling, the practice of which requires a significant degree of control and flexibility on the 
job. 
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4.4.2 Customer Loyalty 
 Consistent with literature (Martin and Bush 2006; Oliver 1999), we find 
supportive evidence for customer satisfaction and customer-oriented selling as possible 
determinants of customer loyalty.  It follows that it pays for organizations to invest in 
initiatives to increase customer satisfaction, and to promote customer-oriented selling, 
when the objective is to nurture long-term customer relationships.  Derived from the 
results explicated previously, sales managers are strongly encouraged to enhance the self-
efficacy or competence level of their salespeople.  Stajkovic and Luthans (1998) caution 
the need to know what (technological) means are essential to successful job performance, 
and how to use those means.  Given the fact that today’s salespeople increasingly rely on 
sophisticated CRM systems to aid in their selling efforts (Tanner, Ahearne, Leigh, Mason, 
and Moncrief 2005; Moutot and Bascoul 2008; Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004), 
supervisors should provide guidance as to the appropriateness of the selected means.  
Otherwise, even strong efficacy beliefs held by salespeople may not lead to successful 
performance, the result of which is not only frustrating but also unjustifiably dampens 
personal efficacy.    
According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy can be heightened in four very 
specific ways: Task mastery, modeling, persuasion and/or feedback, as well as 
physiological and/or psychological arousal and wellness.  For example, breaking selling 
processes down into subtasks to allow for better mastery and build confidence in the 
performance of each behavioral element may serve as a possible avenue to effectively 
nurture self-efficacy (Brown, Cron, and Slocum 1998).  Also showcasing superstar 
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salespeople as successful role models can favorably influence the level of self-efficacy 
among the sales force (Gist and Mitchell 1992).          
 
4.5 Limitations and Future Research Directions 
 Our findings, though very encouraging, should be interpreted in light of some 
limitations that also suggest fruitful avenues for future research.  First, as in most prior 
studies in this research stream (e.g., Martin and Bush 2006; Spreitzer 1995a), our study is 
limited by its cross-sectional nature.  Consequently, the time sequence of the relationships 
studied cannot be determined unequivocally.  The results, therefore, may not be 
interpreted as proof of a causal relationship, but rather as lending support for a prior 
causal scheme.  Despite the recent finding that under certain conditions, the results from 
cross-sectional data exhibit validity comparable to those obtained from longitudinal data 
(Rindfleisch, Malter, Ganesan, and Moorman 2008), future research could benefit by 
studying the effects of psychological empowerment of salespeople in a longitudinal 
research design. 
 Second, the self-report nature of the measures used to collect data for this study 
renders the study susceptible to the problem of common method variance (CMV) 
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoff 2003).  Though recent research has argued 
that the problem may not be as substantial as many people believe (e.g., Malhotra, Kim, 
and Patil 2006; Spector 2006), and in particular, research in the marketing discipline is 
known to be less susceptible to method biases than research in other disciplines (Cote and 
Buckley 1987), we meticulously took steps to minimize the impact of CMV.  Specifically, 
we guaranteed anonymity to respondents to mitigate the adverse effects of respondents’ 
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social desirability and evaluation apprehension (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and 
Podsakoff 2003, p. 888).  Also, reverse-coding was implemented, along with different 
response formats (e.g., Likert scales, dichotomous scales) and different scale endpoints to 
lower the respondent’s ability and/or motivation to use previous answers to fill in gaps in 
what was recalled and to reduce commonalities in scale endpoints as well as anchoring 
effects (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoff 2003, p. 888).  Taken together, we 
did undertake various measures to meticulously attenuate the adverse effects of CMV in 
our study (cf. Martin and Bush 2006).  
 Third, though we have identified a number of variables with strong relevance to 
salespeople and selling firms, we believe there are still an array of constructs which are 
worthy of investigation in future empowerment research.  For example, leadership is a 
topic of great importance to sales researchers and practitioners (Ingram, LaForge, 
Locander, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2005; MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Rich 2001), and 
its impact on empowerment perceptions has recently received some research attention (cf. 
Martin and Bush 2006).  Understanding what leadership style can lead to an enhancement 
of which empowerment dimension remains an interesting avenue for future research, 
along with the topic of which dimensions of empowerment lead to superior sales 
performance (Martin and Bush 2006). 
 Fourth, our results, though providing novel insights into the understanding of 
empowerment in a sales context, were obtained exclusively in the U.S.  It will be of great 
interest to replicate the study in another culture to enhance the generalizability of our 
results to different settings.  One conjecture is that the idea of empowerment may be 
more congruent with the cultural values of some countries.  For example, testing the 
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theoretical model in Mexico or Japan, which are high in power distance (Hofstede 1980), 
may produce interesting results to further enrich our knowledge of empowerment across 
various settings.         
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 
 In the twenty-first century, the selling landscape has been changing significantly 
(Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005).  Among these changes, one very pronounced 
trend is the escalating importance of effectively managing customer relationships (Yim, 
Anderson, Swaminathan 2004), the duties which reside largely in salespeople who are the 
focal point of contact between the selling organization and its customers.  As such, a 
major theme running across the voluminous literature on sales force performance 
concerns how to motivate salespeople (Brown, Evans, Mantrala, and Challagalla 2005) to 
effectively undertake their expanded duties as customer relationship managers (Anderson, 
Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007).  The traditional steps of personal selling have evolved to 
accentuate the paramount importance of building and growing customer relationships 
(Moncrief and Marshall 2005), and in effect, the traditional tactical role of selling in 
many companies has given way to the emergence of relationship selling which 
exemplifies a strategic role of selling in today’s marketplace. 
 The sales force can be regarded as a strategic asset given its paramount role in 
forging long-run customer relationships, and in fact, it represents a significant investment 
for most companies (Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 2008).  Many companies have 
witnessed a steady trend of relocating resources from marketing to sales (Webster, Malter, 
and Ganesan 2005).  Coupled with its critical role in securing long-term customer 
relationships and thus company revenues and profits, the importance of the sales force 
and its motivation and performance has been, and will continue to be, under serious 
research scrutiny (Brown, Evans, Mantrala, and Challagalla 2005).   
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 Against this backdrop, our study seeks to improve salesperson job performance by 
thoroughly studying psychological empowerment, conceptualized as an increased 
intrinsic task motivation (Thomas and Velthouse 1990), which is of critical importance to 
salespeople (Anderson, Dubinsky, and Mehta 2007; Anderson and Huang 2006; Wotruba 
1996).  Our study contributes to the sales literature by explicating the relatively 
unexplored domain of psychological empowerment in a selling environment.  In response 
to the call by Kelley (1993) who suggests manipulating the control system via scenarios 
to gauge the respondent’s level of discretion, this study provides novel insights into the 
meticulous interventions sales managers can undertake to effectively foster feelings of 
empowerment among their sales force, namely the reward system design and the training 
modules to solicit relevant performance feedback.  Also, adhering to the call by Martin 
and Bush (2006) who advocate more empowerment research in the sales area, we make 
theoretical contribution to the sales literature by testing a comprehensive framework to 
better understand the favorable impacts of empowerment on salesperson and customer 
outcomes, the latter being germane to customer relationships which are of utmost 
importance to today’s selling organizations (Jones, Brown, Zoltners, and Weitz 2005). 
 In sum, by psychologically empowering salespeople, the sales force can be better 
motivated to build and nurture long-run customer relationships which bear significance to 
superior company results (Yim, Anderson, and Swaminathan 2004).  Being passionate 
about the jobs (perceiving meaning on the job) and confident of their abilities to serve 
customers (being competent) by working autonomously (perceiving self-determination on 
the job) to make a difference in the workplace (perceiving impact on the job), 
psychologically empowered salespeople are at a vantage position to strengthen profitable 
 85 
long-run customer relationships to produce sustained competitive advantage (Barney 
1991) for the selling organizations.        
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